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Abstract 
This thesis examines how testimony has emerged as a key strategy for representing and 
interpreting the past in contemporary museums, particularly in the context of traumatic 
histories. When testimony appears in exhibitions, personal trauma becomes public 
memory. The thesis asks of this transformation: how, why and with what effects? Through 
three case studies, the thesis explores how traumatic testimony is curated and 
encountered in exhibitions. In deploying testimony, museums seek not only to give 
recognition to those who have experienced traumatic pasts and advance human rights 
claims, but also to solicit empathic, ethical response and action on the part of audiences. 
Now positioned as witnesses to traumatic testimony, museum visitors are challenged to 
feel, acknowledge and take responsibility for the suffering of others. Empathy is widely 
accepted to be the vehicle through which this takes place. 
 
My research critically examines the social, political and ethical consequences of these new 
museological strategies and claims. As such, its aims are twofold. Firstly, the research 
contributes to a critical examination of contemporary museum practice, highlighting how 
some contemporary museums, in taking on the responsibility of “working through” 
traumatic histories, are intervening in issues with high political, ethical and social stakes 
and positioning themselves as agents of social inclusion and advocacy, even activism. 
Secondly, it aims to make a theoretical contribution about how testimony impacts upon the 
ways that museums shape and consolidate collective narratives and understandings of the 
past, especially regarding contested or suppressed histories.  
 
This is a qualitative research project that focuses on three cases studies, each a 
temporary exhibition about traumatic history in Australia that uses testimony in a variety of 
ways. Reflexive ethnography is the primary methodology, with my personal experiences as 
a museum curator essential to the study. Using autoethnography, the research examines 
projects where I have had varying levels of involvement, as curator, participant observer 
and researcher. Augmenting my ethnographic approach, I draw on interviews and 
participant observation, along with archival research and analysis of exhibition content and 
visitor comments.  
 
The first case study is an exhibition at the Ration Shed Museum in the Aboriginal 
community of Cherbourg in Queensland. Many Threads, which opened in 2014, presents 
the history of Aboriginal women’s experiences as domestic workers in Queensland during 
  
the 19th and 20th centuries. The case study focuses on the “yarning circle”; a process of 
testimony and witnessing that was used to generate the exhibition content—a series of 
artworks created by Cherbourg women. The second case study is Remembering Goodna: 
stories from a Queensland mental hospital, an exhibition at Museum of Brisbane in 2007-
08 that presented the history of Queensland’s largest, oldest, longest-operating mental 
hospital. This chapter examines video testimony in the exhibition. The third case study is 
the exhibition Inside: Life in Children’s Homes and Institutions shown at the National 
Museum of Australia in Canberra in 2011-12, which also travelled to state museums in 
2013-14. This exhibition came about because of the Australian Government’s National 
Apology to Forgotten Australians and Child Migrants and presented the experiences 
of some of the half-a-million children who spent time in institutional “care” in Australia in 
the 20th century. This case study looks at how a blog was used to invite testimony from 
Forgotten Australians, and formed the basis of the exhibition itself. Visitor comments 
collected by each of the museums are the focus of analysis in a further chapter.  
 
In dealing with trauma, abuse and neglect due to institutionalisation and forced removal 
from home or country, the histories presented in these exhibitions raise issues of justice 
and restitution in the present and the future. Given that in each of these case studies the 
ultimate responsibility for the trauma and suffering experienced by these citizens lies with 
the state, the use of testimony in these exhibitions is unavoidably political, with 
implications for the meanings and instrumental functions of national history in 
contemporary Australia. These histories reverberate through present-day Australian life. 
The ways they are interpreted and understood have consequences not only in the lives of 
victims, survivors and perpetrators but also in terms of the collective, public recognition of 
responsibility for past wrongs, and current policy. The thesis therefore enables an 
extended interrogation of the roles, obligations, potentialities and limits of museums in 
negotiating political, ethical and social issues.  
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Introduction: Trauma, Testimony, 
Empathy  
 
Around the turn of the millennium, Australian museums were actually in the news. Mired in 
what has become known as “the history wars” (Macintyre & Clark, 2003), the nation was 
preoccupied with questions of historical truth, responsibility and representation. The new 
National Museum of Australia (NMA) in particular, was in the thick of it, under attack for 
“the reworking of Australian history into political correctness” (p. 193). A government 
review set up to investigate the charges put into words a very clear vision of how 
Australian history should be depicted by the national museum: 
 
the establishment of a notably stable, efficiently managed, prosperous democracy, 
with very low levels of institutional corruption, with relatively low social inequality 
and a largely inclusive ethos, which has integrated immigrant peoples from 
hundreds of other places with reasonable success … tied in here are character 
traits of inclusiveness, a “fair-go” ethos, a distrust of extremisms and civic common 
sense (2003, p. 9).  
 
This is probably a fair encapsulation of how many Australian museums sought to approach 
Australian history and how many Australians thought they should. Not everyone was ready 
for the museum to be an “agent of social and political change” (Anderson, 2002; Casey, 
2001). Particularly contentious was how the museum handled the history of relations 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, specifically the issues of frontier 
violence and massacres in the exhibition Contested Frontiers: Battles for the Land 1788–
1928. This exhibition relied heavily on Aboriginal oral tradition and as historian Bain 
Attwood describes, “emphasised the local rather than the national and, more importantly, 
an Aboriginal perspective resting on memory rather than a settler one based on history” 
(2015, p. 72). Exhibition panels read: “This is a place of great sadness. Our people still 
hear the echoes of the women and children who died here. They came to seek refuge but 
the armed white settlers found them and killed them” (p. 73). According to critics, this 
exhibition was “a complete fabrication” (p. 73) with no basis in historical truth or 
accuracy—memory could not be trusted. 
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Central to all the fierce debates of the “history wars” were similar questions about what 
constituted historical truth; a critical issue was the status of testimony—who could speak 
and be believed in relation to the past. As literary scholar Gillian Whitlock (2001) puts it, in 
the late 1990s “Australians were immersed in an ocean of testimony” (p. 198) flowing from 
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s (HREOC) National Inquiry into the 
Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children and its Bringing Them Home 
report of 1997. Over 1500 Aboriginal people made written and spoken testimony as part of 
this process, which gained widespread, sustained public attention. The Inquiry and its 
report pitched its aims clearly in terms of healing on two levels: personal healing of 
individuals, and the political healing of the nation (Devitt, 2009, p. 51). The report argues 
that this history cannot be adequately addressed unless “the whole community listens with 
an open heart and mind to the stories of what has happened in the past and, having 
listened and understood, commits itself to reconciliation” (1997, p. 4). Yet Prime Minister 
John Howard resisted this appeal for over a decade. Australians today, he argued should 
not “be required to accept guilt or blame for past actions and policies over which they had 
no control” (1997). At the same time, asylum seekers in Australian detention centres were 
sewing their lips together in protest that their stories of suffering were being silenced. 
 
Testimony carries within it a deep ethical imperative, both to speak and to be heard. When 
people give testimony, they speak out about their traumatic experience in the hope and 
belief that they will be heard and their pain and suffering will be recognised. Testimony, 
either explicitly or implicitly, makes a claim of rights and “depends on the willingness of 
those addressed to hear the stories and to take responsibility for the recognition of others 
and their claims” (Schaffer & Smith, 2004, p. 5). It may have therapeutic value, providing 
healing and progressing reconciliation for individuals and communities, even nations. 
Testimony is diverse and takes place in a range of contexts, enacted through text, speech, 
actions, objects and institutions. It challenges both personally held beliefs and the values 
that societies profess to live by, and generates debate and elicits emotions, from disbelief 
and shame through to outrage and contrition. Sometimes, testimony emerges as part of 
legal or semi-judicial processes and leads to formal apologies or acknowledgements of 
culpability and responsibility, redress and compensation. At other times, as in the case of 
Stolen Generations testimony in Australia for many years, it meets resistance, 
manipulation or outright denial. 
 
Page 3 
 
 
In recent years, testimony has found a place in museum exhibitions. Testimony is among a 
suite of representational and interpretative strategies, alongside concepts and practices 
such as transparency, reflexivity, participation, repatriation, diversity, inclusivity and 
reciprocity, which characterise contemporary museology. Once referred to as the “new 
museology” (Vergo, 1989) but more accurately designated “critical museology” (Shelton, 
2013), these strategies signal a paradigm shift in the ways museums represent the past, 
and seek to shape knowledge and historical consciousness in the present. No longer 
focussed predominately on collections, museums “have become places of recollection, not 
so much driven by objects but by narratives and performances” (Arnold-de Simine, 2013, 
p. 2). In her recent monograph, which is one of the first to explicitly identify and examine 
this trend, Silke Arnold-de Simine argues that: 
 
the investment of museums in memory, which can be witnessed in museum theory 
and practice alike, is motivated by the conviction that mere knowledge about the 
past does not suffice to prevent the perpetration of violent and traumatic histories … 
visitors are asked to identify with other people’s pain, adopt their memories, 
empathise with their suffering, reenact and work through their traumas (p. 1). 
 
As a specific form of public memory work, testimony is powerfully implicated in the ways 
that museums negotiate and manage conflicts and obligations in representing the past for 
publics and audiences, particularly traumatic, contested or suppressed histories. In 
Australia, these are not the “limit events” of war, genocide and catastrophe but insidious 
forms of social suffering such as racism, poverty, sexual violence, child abuse, 
incarceration and institutionalisation. Issues that, to invoke Judith Butler’s concept of 
“grievability” (2009), highlight which events and whose experiences are visible and 
deemed grievable and which are not, and how empathy and recognition flow or are 
blocked via representation, advocacy and politics.  
 
In the aftermath of the “history wars”, issues such as these are being dealt with in 
exhibitions in Australian museums. Their representation in the public space of the museum 
can be deeply unsettling, not only for audiences but for the museum itself, taking this 
institution, still rooted in Enlightenment principles, far from its comfort zone of “objectivity”, 
cultural authority and certitude. These issues reverberate through present day Australian 
life and the ways they are interpreted in museums have consequences not only in the lives 
of those who have experienced these traumatic histories but also in terms of collective 
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memory and a shared public understanding of the past, as well as the recognition of 
responsibility for past wrongs, and justice, restitution and reconciliation in the present and 
future. They thrust museums, perhaps unwittingly, into the position of social agent, even 
advocate—into the world of politics. Museum visitors take on new roles and responsibilities 
too. What is it like for visitors, who are perhaps looking for nothing more than distraction or 
entertainment, to encounter traumatic testimony when they visit museums? 
 
Early on in my research I came across a blogpost by popular philosopher Roman Krznaric 
entitled “Why every city needs an Empathy Museum” (2010). Krznaric paints a lively 
picture. “A typical Empathy Museum would not house dusty exhibits inside glass cases” he 
enthuses, “instead, it would be an exciting and intriguing playground … the Empathy 
Museum will ignite the imagination just like the first public museums in the seventeenth 
century, whose collections of curiosities revealed the wonders of nature and human 
civilization for the first time.” He goes on to describe the exhibitions and experiences that 
would be on offer. In “Cut-Make-Trim”, a team of former sweatshop workers from Vietnam 
will teach visitors how to make a shirt “under the working conditions of their favourite 
fashion label”. Visitors are paid the average amount earned by a garment worker in a 
developing country only to find that it’s not enough to buy a cup of tea in the museum café. 
The “Empathic Adventurers” gallery will depict the life stories of famous “empathists” and 
“empathy thinkers” from the past and many different cultures, while in “Climate Futures”, 
visitors experience what it is like to live through a major flood, “the kind of weather event 
that could be common following the effects of climate change”. Visitors can play an 
empathy simulation game called “Veil of Ignorance” and converse with other visitors in 
booths wallpapered with prompt questions. On special days, there is the chance to meet 
“people who you might not encounter in everyday life, such as mental health workers, off-
duty soldiers, Quakers or management consultants”. Visitors can make audio recordings of 
their own empathic experiences and “discover the secrets of stepping into the shoes of 
another person” by participating in a method acting workshop with Daniel Day Lewis. Visits 
finish at “The Lives of Others Café” where a special scanner registers your purchases so 
that: 
 
Once you sit down, the screen on your table begins playing a video containing an 
interview with the workers who are responsible for the items you just purchased. If 
you bought fair-trade coffee, there may be a Mexican coffee picker talking about the 
new health clinic that has just opened on the cooperative plantation where he is 
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employed. If you chose the standard coffee, it could be a Brazilian worker 
explaining how her wage is so low that she cannot afford to send her children to 
primary school. 
 
Krznaric’s vision captures perfectly the strategies and techniques of contemporary 
museology. Not only in the use of technology, the interweaving of past, present and future 
and the contrivance of “real life” experiences and interactions, but most emphatically, in 
the pervasive assumption that empathy and “feeling with” those who suffer will 
“revolutionise the very meaning of public culture and leave [their] visitors changed forever”. 
In 2016, Krznaric’s Empathy Museum became a reality. Not quite in the way he first 
imagined it, as a tangible edifice in every city—he illustrated his first blogpost with an 
image of Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao—but as an “experiential arts 
space dedicated to helping us all look at the world through other people’s eyes” that tours 
internationally, popping up in public spaces and arts festivals (Empathy Museum, 2016), 
including in Australia. With a busy schedule and ever-expanding subscribers and 
participants, the Empathy Museum seems to have struck a nerve. But given it is a “pop-up” 
art installation and not strictly a museum, why still call this project a museum?  
 
I suggest that it is precisely because of the deep history that Krznaric evokes in his 
opening gambit—the history of the modern museum, as Tony Bennett (1995) has 
identified, not only as a technology of governance that “help[s] form and shape the moral, 
mental and behavioural characteristics of the population” (p. 21) but also a technology of 
“reform of the self—of the inner life” (p. 18) of individuals. Krznaric sees empathy as 
nothing less than “an ideal that has the power both to transform our own lives and to bring 
about fundamental social change” (2014, p. v) and he’s latched onto museums for their 
cultural authority and unrivalled position in tackling this double task. Many contemporary 
museums seem to share his faith that empathy and emotion are the key to not only 
developing and shaping museum visitors’ social conscience and historical awareness, but 
leading them also to take ethical action in the present and the future. As Paul Williams 
describes: 
 
The tactics at these museums aim to have the visitor feel, as an antidote to the cold 
intellect associated with Nazism and apartheid that produced decisions about the 
course of others’ lives without regard for emotion. If political histories can be 
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understood through a sensual process, visitors might remember (or conjure) the 
experience of prejudice, these museums wager (2007, p. 148, italics in original).  
  
Williams goes on to underscore the significance of the shift that these “experience” based 
museums represent, from the public museum’s previous responsibility for “moral uplift” to a 
new kind of pedagogy whereby visitors “internalise learning to make it a form of memory, 
on the one hand, and … empathise with what victims underwent, on the other” (2007, pp. 
154-155).  
 
It is this interplay of history, memory, trauma and empathy that is the focus of this thesis. 
Just how can, and do, museums remember, represent and interpret historical events and 
experiences that are deeply traumatic and painful for individuals but that also destabilise 
the nation or community’s established sense of itself? What are the political, aesthetic and 
ethical effects of various ways of curating trauma, and what role does testimony play in 
these processes? How do visitors then encounter such histories in museums? Is empathy, 
as many museums seem to assume, indeed the basis for moral agency? Although the 
heightened intensity of the “history wars” in Western societies may have eased, crucial 
questions remain about the new kinds of exhibitionary strategies that emerged at this time 
and have continued to evolve, which I seek to address in this thesis.  
Approach 
The thesis centres on qualitative research of three case studies of temporary exhibitions 
addressing traumatic histories in Australia, and each uses testimony in a variety of ways: 
Many Threads, which opened in 2014 at the Ration Shed Museum in the Aboriginal 
community of Cherbourg in Queensland; Remembering Goodna: stories from a 
Queensland mental hospital exhibited at Museum of Brisbane in 2007-08 and Inside: Life 
in Children’s Homes and Institutions presented at the National Museum of Australia in 
Canberra in 2011-12 and which toured to some state museums in 2013 and 2014.  
 
As a thesis located in the interdisciplinary field of museum studies, the research addresses 
the specificity of museum exhibitions as cultural sites that use diverse mediums to interpret 
history and give form to and convey memory. This multi-media context demands a multi-
method approach. Reflexive ethnography is the primary methodology used in the 
research, with my personal experiences as a museum curator essential to the study. Using 
autoethnography, the research examines projects with which I have had varying levels of 
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involvement, as curator, participant observer and researcher. Augmenting my 
ethnographic approach, I draw on interviews and participant observation, along with 
archival research, representational analysis of exhibition content and textual analysis of 
visitor comments. Although I use the term “participant observer”, I feel a close affinity with 
what Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman (2009) call “observant participation” in relation 
to their work with trauma survivors: 
 
Politics of reparation, politics of testimony, politics of proof—in all three cases, 
trauma is not simply the cause of the suffering that is being treated, it is also a 
resource that can be used to support a right … seeing trauma as a resource is not 
simply a theoretical issue. It is also an ethical one: in asserting the tactical 
dimensions of trauma we are recognising the social intelligence of the actors 
involved … our aim is to invert the canonical term “participant observer” by 
indicating that our primary role was as actors in the arenas in which we, in a 
secondary capacity, analysed the issues (pp. 10-11 and note 22). 
 
My role as participant highlights that this is foremost a reflexive, interpretive and heuristic 
project, seeking to explore the complex processes of production and reception, meanings 
and functions of museum representations of trauma. The research is enriched by the 
proximity I have to certain projects, as well as the multiple viewpoints afforded by my 
changing position in relation to all the chosen projects.  
 
The value of an ethnographic approach to museum exhibitions has been powerfully 
demonstrated by social anthropologist Sharon Macdonald’s exemplary study Behind the 
Scenes at the Science Museum (2002). An important aspect of this study was to consider 
how the medium of museum exhibition framed and shaped the way science was 
represented to, translated for, and then received by, a public audience. The ethnography 
revealed much about this, but it also generated more wide-ranging insights. As Macdonald 
argues, it is all too common for museum exhibitions to be examined as finished products 
only, rather than a series of complex processes of becoming. Ethnography “can provide a 
fuller account of the nature and complexities of production: of the disjunctions, 
disagreements and ‘surprise outcomes’” (p. 8). Beyond the intricacies of the production of 
a specific exhibition however, her study also exposed what she describes as the “nature of 
the broader cultural ‘moment’” (p. 6) how an exhibition, as a specific historical, social and 
political event, highlights the discursive role and institutional power of museums at a 
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particular point in time. Within museum studies, this movement between contexts is often 
referred to as analysing both the “poetics” and “politics” of exhibitions (Karp & Lavine, 
1991): the production of meaning “through the internal ordering and conjugation of the 
separate but related components of an exhibition” and the role of museums “in the 
production of social knowledge” (Lidchi, 1997, pp. 165, 185).  
 
My research will similarly employ these frameworks to explore not only how museums 
negotiate and manage trauma through modes of representation in exhibitions, but also 
how they shape knowledge and historical consciousness about traumatic pasts, 
particularly within the discourse of national history in the years following Australia’s “history 
wars”. An underlying but central concern is then, whether in fact this “moment” when 
Australia began to question and debate its difficult past—however fractured and fraught 
the public dialogue may have been—has passed, or whether there is still an appetite in 
our museums to continue to address these issues and support survivors of trauma in their 
claims for justice. Macdonald’s more recent work on “difficult heritage” (2008) 
demonstrates how a combined historical and ethnographic approach enables a focus on 
“negotiation” in coming to understand the dynamic ways difficult heritage is represented 
and received at museums and heritage sites:  
 
A negotiated social practice is differentiated, mobile and emergent … it can also 
refer to physical movement in relation to objects—negotiation can be an embodied 
or material as well as a discursive practice … [t]his is not, however, simply 
movement between or around fixed positions. Rather, negotiating is a more active 
process in which spaces, identifications, alignments and even objects are 
positioned and given recognition (p. 19). 
 
These three museums have been chosen as sites for ethnographic fieldwork as they 
present three quite different relationships to both the poetics and politics of exhibiting 
trauma. The Ration Shed Museum is a community initiated and controlled museum that 
receives only intermittent grant funding from a range of government and non-government 
sources. In contrast, both Museum of Brisbane (MoB) and the National Museum of 
Australia (NMA) are government initiatives, of the Brisbane City Council and Federal 
Government respectively. As a community museum, the Ration Shed represents 
grassroots, “bottom up” museology, derived from a politics of rights and recognition. Both 
MoB and the NMA are “top down” institutions, where policy and managerialism lead. 
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Across these case studies there are important differences too, in the role, scale and 
audience of these organisations. The NMA has an explicitly national agenda, while both 
MoB and the Ration Shed have a stronger orientation to the local. Of significance also is 
that the NMA has been identified as a pre-eminent example of a “new museum” and “that 
a central focus on emotion is one of the ways in which the NMA marks itself as a new 
museum” (Message, 2006; Message & Healy, 2004, para. 2). 
 
It is important too that the case study projects are temporary exhibitions. Temporary 
exhibitions are arguably the site of most experiment and risk-taking in museums (Marstine, 
2011). Elsewhere, Macdonald has discussed the value of exhibition experiments, arguing 
that contemporary exhibitionary practice that is consciously experimental goes beyond “the 
display and dissemination of already existing, preformulated knowledges” and “troubles 
existing knowledge and practice” (Basu & Macdonald, 2007, p. 2 & 19). By utilising 
memory and testimony, and taking on subjects not usually addressed by museums 
(institutionalisation, mental health, child abuse, sexual assault) through community-driven 
and/or highly participatory projects, the case studies, while they may not have been 
conceived as such, are certainly experimental in these terms.  As such, they engage with 
issues at the forefront of museological practice, especially in respect to representation, 
mediation, authority, authenticity and ethics. As is increasingly being recognised, 
exhibition-making is a highly constructed process that is both opaque and “deeply 
artificial … where the usual constraints of time, space and realism are suspended” (Weibel 
& Latour, 2007, p. 94). Each of these three case studies seeks to unpack these complex 
processes. 
Outline of Thesis 
Chapter One The Traumatised Museum introduces the topic of the thesis—the shift to 
memory and emergence of traumatic testimony in museums—and argues for its 
significance to both museum theory and practice. It locates the thesis within the current 
(and emerging) field of museums and memory through a review of the literature. The 
changing social and political roles of museums and their new exhibitionary strategies will 
be explained in the context of the intensified interest in memory across the humanities 
over the past 30 years.  
 
The second chapter “Testimonial Transactions” in contemporary museums introduces the 
concept of testimony as a medium of memory in museums. Testimony is not an 
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undisputed term and the chapter will explicate its use in the thesis, along with that of 
witnessing, specifically in relation to trauma. It will go on to describe how testimony and 
witnessing take multiple forms in museums, such as text, images, video, objects, artworks 
and performance. These will be designated as memory media and their operation will be 
examined using Tamar Ashuri and Amit Pinchevski’s (2009) concept of “the witnessing 
field” and Whitlock’s “testimonial transactions” (2015). The chapter will demonstrate that 
the emergence of testimony is fundamental to changes taking place in museums and track 
how the incursion of testimony has led to significant tensions and shifts in contemporary 
museum practice. 
 
Chapter Three presents the first case study, the 2014 exhibition Many Threads at the 
Ration Shed Museum, about the history of Aboriginal women working as domestic 
servants in white homes across Queensland in the 19th and 20th centuries. This case study 
has a particular emphasis on participatory workshop processes using testimony and 
witnessing. The chapter argues that testimony and memory operate as political forces in 
the community. Through film, artwork, yarning circles and exhibitions, the Ration Shed 
creates spaces of memory of, and for, Cherbourg people. In claiming a space for 
Cherbourg memory, the museum seeks to rebut histories that construct the community as 
tragic and intrinsically problematic, a place “without history”, and instead reconstructs a 
counter memory of resilience and pride.  
 
The exhibition Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital was 
presented at Museum of Brisbane in 2007–08 and is the subject of Chapter Four. The 
exhibition explored the history of Queensland’s oldest, largest and longest operating 
mental hospital. It sought to address stigma by presenting mental illness as a widely-
shared experience by giving voice to former patients and staff members, and their friends, 
family members and allies. Video testimony played a significant role, alongside historic 
artefacts, artworks and testimony drawn from autobiographies, interviews, poetry and 
letters. The chapter focuses on the use of video testimony to highlight how the museum 
negotiated its obligations to multiple stakeholders and used curatorial strategies to shape 
and contain traumatic testimony. 
 
Chapter Five looks at the exhibition Inside: Life in Children’s Homes and Institutions 
presented at the National Museum of Australia in Canberra in 2011–12 and subsequently 
at some state museums in 2013–14. The exhibition features the experiences of some of 
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the half a million children who spent time in institutional “care” in Australia in the 20th 
century and now identify as Forgotten Australians. The exhibition came about because of 
a long campaign for justice and recognition by Forgotten Australians, as well as three 
Senate Inquiries. It was promised as part of a National Apology delivered by Prime 
Minister Kevin Rudd in 2009. In this case study, testimony is the dominant representational 
strategy of the exhibition. How the museum authorises, enables or prevents testimony and 
witnessing is explored. This case study focuses on issues of justice and restitution, how 
and why some testimony takes hold in the public sphere and some does not, and how and 
why governments see state-funded museums as an appropriate place for public 
recognition and the “working through” of traumatic histories. It ultimately asks, is testimony 
enough? 
 
Chapter Six, Testimony and the politics and ethics of response considers the large number 
of written comments made by visitors in response to these three exhibitions to explore the 
ways that audiences respond to trauma and testimony in museums. The case studies 
examine how museums establish the conditions for, and curate, testimony. In this chapter I 
look at how the museums shape a space for witnessing by visitors, and report on the 
forms of witnessing that are expressed in the visitors’ comments.  
 
The final chapter The utility of empathy considers the reception of trauma in the museum 
through the lens of empathy. Theories of testimony argue that it is an intersubjective 
dialogue founded in empathy. In exhibiting testimony, museums are seeking to prompt 
empathic and emotional responses in audiences. Empathy, it is assumed, fosters ethical 
thinking, tolerance, deeper understanding and even healing, furthering social change and 
cohesion. I address these assumptions and interrogate whether empathy is in fact a route 
to increased understanding and ethical action. This chapter is followed by the conclusion. 
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Chapter One: The Traumatised 
Museum 
Some background about the future 
In a 1995 article in the journal Curator Elaine Heumann Gurian sketches out a prospect of 
museums of the future, starting unequivocally with the claim that “in twenty-five years, 
museums will no longer be recognisable as they are now known” (p. 31). Developing the 
theme of “blurring of the boundaries”, she argues that the functions of “libraries, 
memorials, social services centers, schools, shopping malls, zoos, performance halls, 
archives, theatres, public parks, cafes, and museums” will merge and  
 
On the content side, museums will become more comfortable with presentations 
that contain a multiplicity of viewpoints and with the interweaving of scientific fact 
and what is considered by some, but not by others, to be “myth”. On the interpretive 
side, museums will rely less on collections to carry the story, and more on other 
forms of expression, such as stories, song, and speech and the affective, dramatic, 
and psychological power that their presentations can contain; and they will be less 
apologetic about including emotional and evocative messages (1995, p. 31).  
 
Museums of the future will be “institutions of memory” she claims, highlighting the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum and challenges posed by Indigenous peoples to 
museum practices as two crucial signifiers of radical changes to come. Written at a time 
when postmodern and postcolonial critiques of museums were gaining momentum and 
Museum Studies was hitting its stride in the academy, this piece is strikingly prescient, 
particularly in its uncommon usage of the language of “memory”. The essay also 
effectively frames the central concerns of this thesis, that is, the emergence of memory as 
a new interpretive paradigm in museums, and the ethical, aesthetic and political 
implications of this significant shift. Like Heumann Gurian, I identify traumatic histories and 
the demands that proceed from them, as fundamental to these changes occurring in 
contemporary museum practice and theory. 
 
The thesis explores a seemingly simple question, from which a cascade of further 
questions flow: what happens when ordinary people speak out in museums about abuse 
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and trauma they have experienced in the past and possibly even the present? How does 
personal trauma become public memory? What effects does this have and whose interests 
does it serve? What are the consequences of trauma becoming part of “our national 
story”? What happens when it is the state—our society itself—that is responsible for the 
harms, or that ignored the harms being perpetrated? What does it do to the cultural 
authority of museums to let people in to “speak for themselves”?  
 
I start with Heumann Gurian quite deliberately, perhaps willfully, because when I started 
this research and looked up trauma and museums in the university library catalogue, just 
one reference came up: Heumann Gurian’s report for the American Association of 
Museums, Institutional trauma: major change in museums and its effect on staff (1995). At 
university to recover from too much major institutional change myself, I was nonetheless 
perturbed—didn’t anyone have anything else, something less inward-looking, to say about 
museums and trauma? Of course, once I really started looking I found a whole lot more; 
traumatic histories are emerging and expanding topics in museums in Australia and 
around the world. Yet, my central question about testimony remained somewhat 
neglected, skirted over as one element listed among many that constitute the challenges 
and innovations of contemporary museology. In my work as a social history curator, I had 
found that collaborating with people willing or wanting to share their stories in museums 
and working with personal stories more generally, was profound. It really seemed to shake 
things up, even more so when the history being shared was difficult or traumatic. Yet this 
is rarely acknowledged in theorising about museums. One exception is the lone voice of 
Gaynor Kavanagh (2002), who wrote a short essay arguing that “museums have a 
responsibility to bear witness to the past” (p. 116) and that when “memories of trauma are 
stimulated … nothing less than a serious reassessment and, if need be, realignment of 
museum work is required”(p. 111). Like Kavanagh, I knew there were important questions 
to pursue about this—that the personal really is political. 
Finding a place for trauma 
The exhibitions and museum practices that I consider in this thesis exist at the intersection 
of three major strands of contemporary museology. The first is the rapid, worldwide growth 
over the past three decades in museums and museum projects about genocide, atrocities, 
terrorism, natural disasters, violence and abuse. These are variously theorised by authors 
as “dark tourism” (Lennon & Foley, 2000), “difficult” histories, heritage or knowledge 
(Attwood, 2015; Bonnell & Simon, 2007; Logan & Reeves, 2009; Macdonald, 2008; Milton, 
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Lehrer, & Patterson, 2011; R. I. Simon, 2011), “hot topics” (F. Cameron & Kelly, 2010), 
“taboo” (C. Williams, 2001), “challenging”, “unsavoury”, “controversial”, “contentious” or 
“contested” histories (Brake & Witcomb, 2000; Cairns, Kidd, Stearn, Ryall, & Drago, 2014; 
F. Cameron, 2005, 2007; Ferguson, 2006; Hodgkin & Radstone, 2006b; J. Kidd, 2011) 
and as “sites of conscience” (Abram, 2002; Ševcenko, 2010; Ševcenko & Russell-Ciardi, 
2008). The second is the increase in museums taking on, both voluntarily and because of 
community, government and policy pressures, a role as social agents or advocates, 
working towards goals of social inclusion and change—what has become known as 
“human rights museology” (Carter, 2013; Carter & Orange, 2012a, 2012b; Chynoweth, 
2014; Duffy, 2001; Fleming, 2012; Sandell, 2002a, 2011). The third is the emergence of 
new exhibitionary strategies that are experiential, performative and emotional, signaling 
paradigmatic shifts in museum representation, and the categorisation and self-definition of 
museums (Andermann & Arnold-de Simine, 2012; Arnold-de Simine, 2013; Chakrabarty, 
2013; Hein, 2000; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2000; Landsberg, 2004; Witcomb, 2003, 2010, 
2013b). 
 
Bringing together these trends, two entirely new types of museum have emerged. 
Memorial museums, “dedicated to a historic event commemorating mass suffering of some 
kind”, are described by Williams (2007) in his comprehensive study as both “a remarkable 
phenomenon” and a “proliferation” (prologue, 189), highlighting the scale and rapidity of 
the rise of such museums across the world. The second is given the label “memory 
museum” by Arnold-de Simine (2013) who argues that these museums are distinguished 
not by their content but by "the specific forms of narration and presentation and the display 
tactics [they] have in common" (p. 10). Crucially, these new museums relate to the past 
through the framework of memory, rather than the discipline of history. As she points out 
elsewhere, memory museums “redefine their functions in and for communities as spaces 
of memory, exemplifying the postmodern shift from authoritative master discourses to the 
horizontal, practice-related notions of memory, place and community” (Andermann & 
Arnold-de Simine, 2012, p. 6).  
 
The three projects I look at in detail as case studies in the thesis are relatively modest, 
temporary exhibitions; all Australian, all dealing with traumatic histories. Despite these 
wider museological trends being evident in Australia, there are few museums here that 
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qualify as comprehensive examples of either of these emergent typologies.1 Certainly, 
more and more museums are becoming sites for dialogue and contest over the past, 
where “what happened” is actively remembered, represented, interpreted and disputed. 
They are experimenting too with exhibitionary techniques and approaches. Communities 
are also increasingly demanding greater participation in museum programs and individuals 
and groups who have experienced traumatic pasts are looking to museums as places for 
recognition and reconciliation. Australian exhibitions and other museum projects pick up 
aspects of these new museological developments to varying degrees however, and need 
to be examined in their particularity, separate to these new typologies to which they are 
related but not integral. 
 
In important respects, these exhibition projects reflect uniquely Australian concerns. They 
deal with the historical issues of forced removal and long-term, sustained social 
disadvantage and institutionalised racism as experienced by Aboriginal people living on a 
former government reserve in Queensland; the treatment of mental illness and 
institutionalisation in Queensland over the past 150 years, and the experiences of some of 
the half a million children who spent time in institutional “care” in Australia in the 20th 
century. All are “difficult heritage”, what Macdonald (2008) describes as “a past that is 
recognised as meaningful in the present but that is also contested and awkward for public 
reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity” (p. 1). These particular 
histories are deeply unsettling to entrenched tropes in Australian history and 
historiography, and to widely accepted aspects of national identity, the perception of 
Australian society as egalitarian, where everyone gets a “fair go”, for example. These 
exhibitions highlight histories that are rarely acknowledged—that Australia in fact has a 
distinct and long-standing tradition of locking “inconvenient” people up and denying their 
human rights (Ashton & Wilson, 2014b; Swain, 2014), with asylum seekers and juvenile 
offenders the latest examples.2  
 
                                               
1 Take for example the global network, the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience 
(http://www.sitesofconscience.org), which has just one Australian member, the Parragirls Parramatta Female 
Factory Precinct memory project. Thus far, this project has received only intermittent funding and has no 
permanent, physical public presence on the site, which is also not publicly accessible.   
2 In July 2016, a Royal Commission into the Child Protection and Youth Detention Systems of the Northern 
Territory was announced in response to the exposure of widespread failings in the child protection and youth 
detention systems there. This is the latest in a series of commissions about the treatment of children over 
recent decades, indicating long term, systemic problems in Australia with child protection. Ongoing debates 
about Australia’s controversial handling of refugees and asylum seekers, especially in offshore detention 
centres, have occurred for several decades. 
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In each of these case studies, the ultimate responsibility for the suffering experienced by 
certain groups of citizens lies with the state. Although individuals were subjected to such 
deeply traumatic experiences as rape, sexual assault, violence, indiscriminate punishment, 
incarceration and forced removal from family and community, and the perpetrators of 
these acts of violence or abuse were individuals, these histories are about systemic abuse 
and neglect in contexts governed by the state—mental hospitals, orphanages and 
Aboriginal reserves. Trauma in these circumstances needs to be understood then, as both 
personal and communal. Theories of trauma often emphasise its individual, isolating 
character (Caruth, 1996; Lerner & Micale, 2001; Leys, 2000; Young, 1995) yet increasingly 
its wider political and social implications are being recognised (Bell, 2006; Edkins, 2003; 
Fassin & Rechtman, 2009; Hutchison, 2016). In this thesis, I pay particular attention to the 
social, aesthetic and political effects of recounting personal trauma in museum exhibitions. 
This necessitates engaging not only with the theories of trauma and testimony that have 
had such a dominant presence in the humanities over the past two decades, but also 
carving out a space from which the distinctive characteristics of museum work dealing with 
personal and communal trauma can be examined, a task that has yet to be 
comprehensively tackled. For now, however, my focus is to take a wider view of how 
exhibitions dealing with trauma have come to have a place at all in museum programs in 
the early twenty-first century.   
Museums in flux 
Just as Heumann Gurian foresaw, contemporary museums have undergone significant 
changes and are subject to continuing pressures and demands for reform. Bennett (1995) 
argues that the “discourse of reform” is intrinsic to “the internal dynamics of the museum 
form” and is, as a result, “insatiable”. The fundamental principle of what Bennett terms 
“representational adequacy”, that museums should represent “the cultures and values of 
different sections of the public”, is, he maintains, inherently contradictory. In claiming to 
represent all— “general human universality”—public museums always fall short and 
inevitably exclude and neglect on the basis of gender, ethnicity, class, (dis)ability and so 
on (pp. 90-91). Such arguments are now well-rehearsed and for several decades, 
museums have been subject to sustained criticism regarding whose history and culture 
they represent and how they do so (Clifford, 1997; Karp, Kreamer & Lavine, 1992; Karp & 
Lavine, 1991; Sandell, 2002b; Sandell, Dodd and Garland-Thomson 2010). What is new 
however, is the recognition of collective identities that form and coalesce around shared 
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histories of victimisation and trauma that may, or may not, align with established 
formations of identity politics.  
 
Unlike many writers who decry the advent of the “pathological public sphere” (Seltzer, 
1997) and “popular trauma culture” (Rothe, 2011), Fassin and Rechtman (2009) argue 
instead that the “new condition of victimhood, established through the concept of trauma” 
represents an extraordinary reversal in how violence and suffering are understood both 
historically and in contemporary societies, and empowers victims, giving them personal 
and political agency. As they describe, recognition and acceptance of the effects of trauma 
has undergone such a significant shift that survivors are no longer even considered 
victims:  
 
For a century this human being suffering from trauma was seen as different from 
others: weak, dishonest, perhaps a phoney or a profiteer. Then a few decades ago 
she or he became the very embodiment of our common humanity … a shift from a 
realm in which trauma was regarded with suspicion to a realm in which it carries the 
stamp of authenticity. (p. 23, emphasis added).  
 
Museums have had to encompass this shift from “the victors to the victims” and represent 
history differently. No longer spaces just for dominant discourses and totalising narratives 
of the successes of the nation-state, museums are under pressure to include the 
perspectives of formerly silenced or marginalised communities. Indeed, trauma usually 
dispossesses communities of their memories, or they become stigmatised through 
historical, political and ideological processes, and museums may play a part in assisting 
communities to reclaim their histories. Museums have also had to respond to major 
historical transformations, to the cataclysmic events of the contemporary world that are the 
source of so much trauma, from the recurrence of war and genocides across the world to 
the “war on terror” and its aftermath. And not just catastrophe but also to the challenges of 
a globalised world: mass migration, the diversified, multicultural nature of many modern 
societies, the legacies of decolonisation, the end of the Cold War and the transition from 
authoritarianism to democracy in many societies.  
 
In these circumstances, museums become one of the places where meanings of the past 
are negotiated, where societies “come to terms with the past” (the German concept of 
Vergangenheitsbewältigung: mastering the past) and where what sociologist Jeffrey Olick 
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(2007) calls the “politics of regret” plays out. According to Olick, how the past is 
remembered is crucial to the legitimacy of governments and nations in the present: 
“political legitimation depends just as much on collective memory as it ever has but the 
collective memory is now often one disgusted with itself, a matter of learning the lessons of 
history more than of fulfilling its promise or remaining faithful to its legacy” (p. 122). 
Drawing on Macdonald’s identification of “the international difficult histories boom”, 
Attwood (2015) argues that museums have a singularly important role to play in shaping 
for the “national community … an account of itself that convinces its members that the 
polity is a moral good” (p. 61). He points out that the “difficult histories” phenomenon is 
particularly problematic in nations such as Australia because “settler nations have come to 
be seen as founded on their original dispossession and destruction of Indigenous peoples, 
and the legacies of that past are deemed to be embedded in the very economic, cultural, 
social, and political structures of these societies”. To correct this requires a transformation 
of the historical narratives that the nation has told itself in order to “refound” the nation “on 
more just principles” (pp. 62-63). As Olick argues, the “politics of regret” gains momentum 
precisely when the nation state loses its power and control over collective memory in the 
face of emergent, alternative memories and histories. A new role for the museum is 
therefore that of “forum” rather than “temple” to use Duncan Cameron’s (1971) enduring 
dichotomy; a place for debate and dialogue where new types of consensus can be 
forged—the explicit aim of the National Museum of Australia when it opened in 2001 
(Casey, 2001). 
 
In recovering and reshaping shared meanings for the community, museums are recast as 
healers. To adapt Aleida Assmann’s conception of the role of memory discourse, the 
museum is “increasingly important in its role of reflexive observation and therapeutic 
accompaniment of social and political processes” (quoted in Erll, 2011, p. 5). The 
therapeutic potential of museums is claimed also as a means of social inclusion for 
communities and individuals alike (Silverman, 2002, 2010). A wide range of benefits are 
claimed but according to Silverman, people such as those who have experienced trauma 
and live with its legacies have seldom been reached by museums or even considered 
potential visitors, yet “these individuals also crave opportunities to learn, to reflect, to 
restore, and perhaps, most importantly, to affirm a sense of self and continued 
connections to others in the face of difficulty” (2002, p. 69).  
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Thus a social justice mission is added to museums’ role, something that became 
entrenched in the 1990s in many Western countries via government policy and funding 
strategies (Mason, 2004; Sandell, 1998). This is linked to accountability in both social and 
economic terms and sees museums juggling multiple and sometimes conflicting 
interests—of audiences, communities, policy-makers, governments and internally, within 
institutions themselves. In addition to this, museums are now part of the “experience 
economy” focused on the four “E”s of experience: “Entertainment, Educational Events, 
Escapist experiences, and Esthetics” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) and are players in the 
commodification of culture and heritage through tourism, urban regeneration and public 
space “animation” projects. As Arnold-de Simine (2013) encapsulates, contemporary 
museums are faced with a daunting agglomeration of expectations and demands: 
 
They are expected to provide a service to society by being inclusive, engaging 
diverse audiences and offering opportunities for participation … they are also 
expected to be innovative, respond to current issues and debates … they are 
tasked with the balancing act of providing a secure environment in which people 
can encounter difficult histories, of passing on marginalised memories without 
alienating their visitors and of reflecting a flux of identities but nevertheless distilling 
the heterogeneity of their visitors’ experiences and attitudes into a consensual 
discourse around discernible core values and sensibilities (p. 9). 
From history to memory: a complex entanglement 
As the previous discussion makes clear, memory, which Astrid Erll (2011) describes as 
“the practice of remembering and reflection on that practice” (p. 1), is fundamental to the 
changes taking place in contemporary museums. If history is one of the disciplines whose 
techniques, rationales and organising principles shaped the modern museum (T. Bennett, 
1995; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Huyssen, 1995), then memory is the multi and 
interdisciplinary concept dominating its contemporary permutations. Yet history remains 
potent and these two different—sometimes conflicting, sometimes conflated—ways of 
connecting “present consciousness with past reality" (Cubitt, 2007) coexist in museums in 
a complex entanglement. 
 
Kavanagh (2012) asserts that museums have traditionally “concentrated particularly and 
steadfastly on recording and explaining a material, physical past—indeed on a passive, 
redundant past … documenting and representing the ‘people who matter’” (p. 245). 
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Museums use history as a process of analysis of “causes and consequences”, with 
material culture and collections the foundation for evidence, “alongside the more 
conventional use of primary and secondary two-dimensional source material” (p. 246). 
Research is materialised into exhibitions, employing processes of narration similar to those 
used by academic historians but while historians favour an analytical form and approach, 
museums have tended towards description, with an absence of critical analysis, and 
limited by the nature and contents of collections and how they came into being. Written in 
1986, this is likely to be an accurate contemporaneous depiction, but as Steven Conn 
(2010) observes, the use of objects in museums has changed decisively in recent 
decades, still playing a central role in some but virtually absent from others, “replaced by 
other didactic devices—audio-visual, interactive technologies, and so on” (p. 20). It is 
particularly in new forms of history museums he notes, those that represent the history of 
ethnic groups or that are dedicated to specific historical events or phenomena such as 
memorial museums, that the shift away from material culture is most marked. Museums 
such as these “have themes rather than collections … they want to convey values rather 
than knowledge, and they use language and images—in various old-fashioned and newer 
electronic forms—rather than objects to do that” (p. 46). Philosopher Hilde Hein (2000) 
similarly argues that museums in general have moved away from objects, to emphasise 
subjects and experience, entailing a “profound reconceptualisation of authenticity” (p. 66). 
The fate of objects highlights the tension between history and memory that arises as 
museums face critiques of the hegemony of the conventional historical approaches 
Kavanagh describes. A negative view of museums’ reliance on objects fits into a tradition 
of critique, originating in the eighteenth century with Quatremere de Quincy (Maleuvre, 
1999), that sees museums as “mausoleums” that ossify and reify history: 
The museum permits the objectification of history only at the cost of abstracting the 
objects it contains from the flow of living history; it preserves the past only by 
petrifying it, making it an object of intellectual observation and analysis rather than a 
living force carried into the present through its active inscription in ‘real’ historical 
forces (T. Bennett, 2003, p. 42).  
As Bennett points out, these critiques align with organicist conceptions of memory that pit 
memory against history. Pierre Nora (1989), a prominent memory theorist, leads here, 
characterising memory as living, social and evolving: memory “takes root”, “nourishes”, is 
“affective” and “responsive” while history is “perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true 
mission is to suppress and destroy it” (pp. 8-9). With memory conceived as alive in this 
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way, it becomes more directly about the present, while history is irretrievably connected to 
the past. Nora includes museums in his list of “lieux de mémoire’’, sites of memory that 
substitute for “milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory” (p. 7), the organic, 
integrated memory of pre-industrial, pre-modern societies:  
Museums, archives, cemeteries, festivals, anniversaries, treaties, depositions, 
monuments, sanctuaries, fraternal orders—these are the boundary stones of 
another age, illusions of eternity. It is the nostalgic dimension of these devotional 
institutions that make them seem be-leaguered and cold—they mark the rituals of a 
society without ritual; integral particularities in a society that levels particularity; 
signs of distinction and of group membership in a society that tends to recognise 
individuals only as identical and equal (p. 12). 
This binary opposition between memory and history, Arnold-De Simine (2013) suggests, 
sees “historiography … cast in the role of the villain” (p. 17), an oversimplification and 
opposition that Bennett calls “profoundly disabling” (2003, p. 41), not least because 
memory itself is “fabricated” by practices of recall, or put another way, is intrinsically 
mediated, a point to which I will return. In this polarity, by striving for “the ideals of analysis, 
criticism and intersubjective argumentation” history is equated with detachment, 
disinterested objectivity, even heartlessness and betrayal (Arnold-de Simine, 2013, p. 18); 
a position cast as almost immoral in the face of the upheaval and tragedy of the twentieth 
century. Many theorists however, including historians, particularly in the social history 
tradition, reject this strict split between history and memory. Raphael Samuel’s highly 
influential Theatres of Memory (1994) for example, recognised early on that the past is 
represented through an astonishing variety of forms, both popular and authorised, and 
challenged historians to consider memory as a way to reconsider history’s disciplinary and 
conceptual boundaries and practices. He argues that remembering is a social process; 
“history is not the prerogative of the historian, nor even as postmodernism contends, an 
historian’s ‘invention’. It is rather a social form of knowledge” (p. 8).  
 
The rise of the practice of oral history tracked these debates too, and provided insight into 
the machinations of memory. Initially conceived as authentic truth or neglected counter-
narrative, memory has been increasingly scrutinised by oral historians (Thomson, 2007). 
Attention has shifted to meaning, motivation, the instabilities of language and the 
cognisance that oral testimony is a constructed narrative product that arises from the 
interplay between past experience and present recollection—a performance of memory, 
Page 22 
 
 
rather than simply retrieval from a static storehouse. Indeed, recent neuroscientific 
memory research has shown that memory has no fixed location in the brain. It is not a 
repository but “enduring cognitive structures constructed in the nervous system … 
remembering thus proves to be the activation of neuronal patterns”, memory is continually 
“created anew” and is a “performance” (Erll, 2011, pp. 87-88) rather than unchangeable, 
retrievable and therefore reproducible. 
 
The acknowledgment that all historical narrative is to some degree constructed, that 
sources are in themselves rhetorical constructs and that interpretation is not “value-free” 
are hallmarks of the poststructuralist critiques that brought significant changes to the 
methodology and epistemology of the history discipline from the 1970s onwards and 
signaled too the emergence of memory discourses. Memory is seen to present a more 
qualified approach to the past; as Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah Radstone (2006a) put 
it, memory as “provisional, subjective, concerned with representation and the present 
rather than fact and the past—suggests a way out of the impasse into which 
historiography might have been driven by the poststructuralist assault on truth” (p. 2). In 
response, history has become conceived in the plural—multifarious, communal and 
derived in large part from memory. Historian Joan Tumblety (2013) argues “memory is 
now as familiar a category for historians as politics, war or empire … historians do not 
approach memory just as source but as subject” (pp. 1-2). This is an apt description also 
for how contemporary museums now approach memory. 
 
Authors discuss museums as storehouses of memory, as well as places for the practice of 
memory (Crane, 2000; Cubitt, 2007; Kavanagh, 2000). Memory itself has been imagined 
as a storage system but as Cubitt (2007) notes, this analogy is being reversed in new 
memory discourses, with storage places such as museums now being conceived as 
memory, both collective and individualised (p. 8). Kavanagh (2000) makes the distinction 
between memory as process versus memory as product. Both are essential, she argues, 
to “situat(ing) an idea of humanity within the notion of the museum” (pp. 2-8). As product, 
memory enters museums as a primary source, such as audio or video oral history for 
example; something that can be stored, interpreted and used, most often in conjunction 
with objects and collections. More than just triggers for memory, museum objects too, are 
themselves “conduits for remembrance” (Tumblety, 2013, p. 2), or indeed memory 
materialised; “testimonial objects”, standing in for memory and experience (Andrews, 
2011; Clifford; Kennedy & Whitlock, 2011; P. Williams, 2007; Witcomb, 2013a). As 
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process, Kavanagh sees memory as the experience of remembering, particularly on the 
part of museum visitors, “when each of us brings the past to mind”, stimulated by the 
“multi-sensory experience of museums”. Susan Crane (2000) draws parallels between the 
individual process of remembering and museum representation, both are processes of 
sorting and (re)assembling what’s significant and should be (re)collected (p. 2). Kavanagh 
further distinguishes reminiscence as a therapeutic form of memory work that “can 
promote positive feelings ... and provide an opportunity for resolution” (p. 4). Kavanagh’s 
concepts of memory share features with Annette Kuhn’s (2010) idea of “memory work”, 
which she defines as: 
 
an active practice of remembering which takes an inquiring attitude toward the past 
and the activity of its (re)construction through memory. It undercuts assumptions 
about the transparency or the authenticity of what is remembered, taking it not as 
‘truth’, but as evidence of a particular sort: material for interpretation, to be 
interrogated, mined for its meanings and its possibilities. Memory work is a 
conscious and purposeful staging of memory (p. 303).  
 
According to Kuhn (2002), memory work takes place “in and with” media, such as 
photographs or objects in museums, and through rituals and activities such as visiting 
museums. It is both democratic and potentially radical, she argues: 
 
a powerful practical instrument of ‘conscientisation’: the awakening of critical 
consciousness, through their own activities of reflection and learning, among those 
who lack power; and the development of a critical and questioning attitude towards 
their own lives and the lives of those around them (p. 9). 
 
Given the social nature of museums, the remembering, reminiscence and “memory work” 
that takes place there is shared, based on “common experience, learning, heritage, 
tradition and more” (Crane, 2000, p. 2). Shared memory in museums is constitutive of 
identity, from minority groups and communities through to nations—what is known as 
collective memory.  
 
Memory is an individual capacity that has come to be understood as a formation of social 
and cultural practices and representations. This idea is derived from the pioneering work of 
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1992) and his bipartite concept of “mémoire collective” or 
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collective memory. For Halbwachs, even the most personal memory is dependent on 
social structures and operates within “the framework of a sociocultural environment”. 
Collective memory is also however “the creation of shared versions of the past, which 
results through interaction, communication, media, and institutions, within small social 
groups as well as large cultural communities” (Erll, 2011, p. 15). Individual and collective 
memory are interdependent, in Halbwachs’ words “[O]ne may say that the individual 
remembers by placing himself in the perspective of the group, but one may also affirm that 
the memory of the group realises and manifests itself in individual memories” (p. 40). 
Halbwachs saw history and memory as antithetical modes of reference to the past. While 
history is a neutral explanation of past events, collective memory is primarily concerned 
with identity formation, so uses the past selectively for the interests and needs of groups in 
the present.  
 
The recognition of memory’s fundamental relationship to the present is, as Erll (2011) puts 
it, one of “two generally agreed-upon central characteristics of (conscious) remembering” 
in the study of memory today; the other being the understanding that memory is 
“constructed … memories are subjective, highly selective reconstructions dependent on 
the situation in which they are recalled” (p. 8). Accordingly, in coming to understand 
memory, the “truth” or shape of the past is not so much of interest, instead it is the present 
processes of remembering—and forgetting—that are important (Connerton, 2006, 2008), 
and links between seemingly disparate phenomena can be analysed together under the 
rubric of memory. This is certainly useful for critically approaching the complexity of 
museums as cultural sites.  
 
Museums are themselves media, but also incorporate various media into their programs 
(Henning, 2006). Museum exhibitions involve the combination of multiple media—texts, 
objects, collections, images, audio and film, the manipulation of space, time and light, and 
then also have the added dimension of human interaction with these elements via the 
visitor’s encounter with the exhibition. Even just one of these elements may originate from 
many different sources. Take texts for example. Not only do museum curators produce 
didactic text in the form of panels and labels, but exhibitions may also feature original or 
reproductions of texts such as documents, letters, legislation, diaries, transcriptions and so 
on. These diverse versions of the past exist side by side in the museum, their meanings 
negotiated both via the curatorial frameworks and narratives within which they sit, and by 
museum visitors. Thus, history and memory are not opposed, nor are historiography and 
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individual remembering. Instead various cultural phenomena—what I will call “memory 
media” —coexist and operate in various ways to connect museum visitors with the past, 
cognitively, emotionally and sensorially. It is to the operation of memory that I now turn my 
attention, to explore how various theories extend the concept of memory to remembering 
by individuals and generations distanced in time and space from historical events through 
mediated representations, in museums among other contexts. 
Memory at work?  
Museums are often listed as a prominent, and proliferating, contemporary memory form. In 
fact, Andreas Huyssen (1995) claims that “a museal sensibility seems to be occupying 
ever larger chunks of everyday culture and experience”. The boom in heritage, retro 
fashion, computerised memory and “the obsessive self-musealisation per video recorder, 
memoir writing and confessional literature” means, he argues, that “the museum can 
indeed no longer be described as a single institution with stable and well-drawn 
boundaries … the museum has become a key paradigm of contemporary cultural 
activities” (p. 14). Twenty years on, with the advent of digital culture and the intensification 
of these memory practices and many others, scholars are now arguing that “the digital 
suggests that we may need to rethink how we conceive of memory; that we are changing 
what we consider to be the past; that the act of recall, of recollection and of remembering 
is changing in itself” (Garde-Hansen, Hoskins & Reading, 2009, p. 1). Yet the application 
of theories of memory to museums is at a nascent stage, despite being evident in museum 
practice (Andermann & Arnold-de Simine, 2012; Arnold-de Simine, 2013; Witcomb, 2015). 
In this section I consider some key memory concepts in relation to museums.  
 
A useful place to start is Jan and Aleida Assmann’s (A. Assmann, 2010, 2011; 2008) 
theory of Cultural Memory,3 which advances a “distinction between two registers” of 
Halbwach’s collective memory (Erll, 2011, p. 28). These two registers, communicative 
memory and Cultural Memory, recognise that there is a significant difference between 
collective memory that develops through commonplace interactions and that which is 
institutionalised. The Assmanns distinguish between communicative memory as 
something living, which arises from everyday communications and is actively handed on 
between contiguous generations, and Cultural Memory, which is communicated through 
media and removed from experience. Communicative memory has a “temporal horizon” of 
                                               
3 Cultural Memory is capitalised here to distinguish the Assmanns’ concept from the use of the more generic 
term cultural memory throughout memory discourse, (see Erll, 2011, p. 27)  
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three to four generations, while Cultural Memory is formalised and materialised through 
society’s texts, images and rituals, including museums (Erll 28-29). The detailed 
differences between communicative memory and Cultural Memory are highlighted in Table 
1. 
 
 Communicative memory Cultural Memory 
Content historical experiences within the  
framework of individual 
biographies 
mythical past/ancient history,  
events from an absolute past 
Forms informal, loosely shaped, natural, 
created through interaction and  
everyday experiences 
consciously established, highly  
formalised, ceremonial 
communication, festival 
Media living memory in individual minds, 
experience, hearsay 
established objectivations, 
traditional symbolic encoding/ 
staging in word, image, dance, etc 
Temporal  
structure 
80-100 years, a temporal horizon 
of  
three or four generations that shifts  
with the passage of time 
absolute past of a mythical ancient 
time 
Carriers non-specific, eyewitnesses within 
a memory community 
specialised carriers of tradition 
Table 1: Comparison of communicative memory and Cultural Memory (in Erll, 2011, p. 29, original 
J.Assmann 1992) 
 
It’s important to note that the “cultural” in the Assmanns’ Cultural Memory is not a wide 
ranging conceptualisation of culture and is closer to “high culture” in the early Cultural 
Studies split between high and low, or popular, culture. Cultural Memory describes what 
Erll refers to as “the societal construction of normative and formative versions of the past” 
(2011, p. 30). The practices of contemporary museums can be seen to align with both of 
the Assmanns’ designations. On one hand, the structuring/authorising/disciplining of 
knowledge that occurs through the amassing and use of a collection is Cultural Memory, 
with curators the trained specialists empowered to maintain and interpret its contents and 
meanings. On the other hand, new museum strategies such as the use of testimony, oral 
history, community participation and interactivity utilise communicative memory. The 
Assmanns insist that these two forms of memory are fundamentally different, so it is likely 
that tension is inherent to their concurrence in contemporary museums and could account 
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for the “crisis” (Janes, 2009) or at least the challenges, and constant call for reform, facing 
museums. As Andermann and Arnold-de Simine (2012) put it, “a paradoxical relation 
between permanence and constant renewal, between authority and its questioning and 
reformulation, has always been at the core of the museum’s cultural logic” (p. 4).  
 
Aleida Assmann (2010) has made a further distinction between canonical and archival 
memory—or active and passive remembering—within the category of Cultural Memory. 
Interestingly, she uses the metaphor of different rooms in a museum to differentiate these 
two modes of cultural memory: 
 
The museum presents its prestigious objects to the viewers in representative shows 
which are arranged to catch attention and make a lasting impression. The same 
museum also houses storerooms stuffed with other paintings and objects in 
peripheral spaces such as cellars or attics which are not publicly presented (p. 98). 
 
Here, the exhibition is what Assmann calls the “canon”, the “highly selective … active 
working memory of a society that defines and supports the cultural identity of a group”, 
while the collection is the “archive”, the passive “reference memory of a society … that 
preserves what has been forgotten” (p. 106). She describes the purposes and 
interrelations of these modes, which is worth quoting at length: 
 
Cultural memory, then, is based on two separate functions: the presentation of a 
narrow selection of sacred texts, artistic masterpieces, or historic key events in a 
timeless framework; and the storing of documents and artefacts of the past that do 
not at all meet these standards but are nevertheless deemed interesting or 
important enough to not let them vanish on the highway to total oblivion. While 
emphatic appreciation, repeated performance, and continued individual and public 
attention are the hallmark of objects in the cultural working memory, professional 
preservation and withdrawal from general attention marks the contents of the 
reference memory. Emphatic reverence and specialised historical curiosity are the 
two poles between which the dynamics of cultural memory is played out (p. 101). 
 
The relationship between canon and archive is constantly in flux as elements of the canon 
“recede” into the archive, and elements of the archive are “recovered and reclaimed for the 
canon”, an “interdependence … that creates the dynamics of cultural memory and keeps 
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its energy flowing” (2010, pp. 104-105). This can explain for example, commonplace 
museum activities like developing and maintaining a collection policy, but also the 
controversies that erupt in museums about how particular events are remembered by 
different constituencies, the conflict between historians and war veterans in the “Enola Gay 
controversy” at the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum for example (Crane, 
1997; Dubin, 2007; Engelhardt & Linenthal, 1996; Lubar, 1997). It doesn’t however, 
account for the incursion of communicative memory into both museum exhibitions and 
collections, either in mediated or embodied forms and highlights that museums, indeed 
many cultural forms, do not fit neatly into the Assmanns’ categories, which as Arnold-de 
Simine argues “can at best function as heuristic tools” (2013, p. 23). Importantly, the 
Assmanns’ theory doesn’t account for the interweaving of private and public or the 
transformation of temporality and spatiality brought by new, non-material, digital media, 
which challenge “public, spatial display (and material existence) as a signifier of 
canonicity” (Hoskins, 2009, p. 99).  
 
While the Assmanns’ conceptualisation of communicative memory insists on the direct 
communication of experience across generations, alternative theories instead propose that 
memory media can transcend temporal and spatial distance and effectively transmit 
memory across generations and between people who have various levels of involvement 
(including no involvement) with the history in question. A number of these focus 
specifically on the memory of trauma. Marianne Hirsch’s (1999, 2001) influential theory of 
“postmemory” refers to a type of intergenerational memory where subsequent generations 
take on, or are haunted by, memory not attached to the event itself but to stories and 
images about the event. For Hirsch, postmemory applies specifically to the children of 
survivors of collective trauma, the Holocaust in particular, although she later expanded the 
notion beyond families and communities, arguing that “through particular forms of 
identification, adoption, and projection, it can be more broadly available” (2001, pp. 9-10). 
“Postmemory” she explains, “is a powerful form of memory precisely because its 
connection to its object or source is mediated not through recollection but through 
representation, projection, and creation” (p. 9). Photographs are the privileged carriers of 
postmemory because they are “stubborn survivors of death. We receive them 
uncompromisingly in the present tense … they are instruments of memory … they expose 
its resolute but multilayered presentness” (1999, p. 10). She uses art historian Kaja 
Silverman’s concept of “heteropathic memory” to describe how this occurs, or should 
occur, through looking. The heteropathic “look” is a type of identification that occurs at a 
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distance, “identification that does not interiorise the other within the self but that goes out 
of one’s self and out of one’s own cultural norms in order to align oneself, through 
displacement, with another” (1999, p. 9). More recently, Hirsch and Spitzer (2006) have 
extended postmemory to objects as well as photographs, perceiving objects as “points of 
memory—points of intersection between past and present, memory and postmemory, 
personal and cultural recollection” (p. 353). 
 
The concern with retaining a strong sense of separateness between survivors of trauma 
and those called on to respond to their memories—those who historian Dominick La Capra 
(2001) calls “secondary witnesses”—is also critical to La Capra’s concept of “empathic 
unsettlement”. Across a significant body of work interrogating the historiography of trauma, 
La Capra (1998, 1999, 2001) emphasises the importance of being vigilant about subject-
position and voice. He argues that in studying trauma, historians (and others such as 
curators) inevitably experience “transference” because “the issue is not dead … one 
becomes affectively implicated” (2001, p. 40). We should not deny this empathic 
compulsion but “acquire a stance of both proximity and distance and be both 
compassionate and critical” (Attwood, 2008, p. 92). He argues against “full identification” 
with victims and acknowledges that while some “secondary or muted trauma” may occur in 
empathic unsettlement, rejects the idea of vicarious trauma as “objectionable self-
dramatisation”. Empathic unsettlement he argues, “should affect the mode of 
representation in different, nonlegislated ways, but still in a fashion that inhibits or prevents 
extreme objectification and harmonising narratives” (pp. 102-103). Crucially, La Capra 
argues that in responding to traumatic memory, empathy must be kept in check by 
thought, empathic unsettlement is the “desirable affective dimension of inquiry which 
complements and supplements empirical research and analysis” (p. 78).  
 
Like postmemory, empathic unsettlement describes what constitutes an ethical relation to 
the past for those who didn’t experience it, which clearly has relevance to museum 
workers, providing guidance about how they might approach working with difficult and 
traumatic pasts. Both concepts stress the importance of maintaining distance to avoid 
such risks as over-identification, appropriation, sanitisation or voyeurism, which applies 
equally to how museums might seek to guide and shape the responses of their visitors. 
Neither however, really account for how this takes place. Alison Landsberg’s (2004) 
conceptualisation of a new form of public cultural memory she calls “prosthetic memory” 
instead specifically highlights the role of experiential media in the transferral of memory at 
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cultural sites like museums. In contrast to Hirsch and La Capra’s concern with distance, 
Landsberg emphasises new kinds of proximity whereby people “suture” themselves “into a 
larger history”. In doing so, they do not just acquire knowledge but take on a “more 
personal, deeply felt memory of a past event through which he or she did not live. The 
resulting prosthetic memory has the ability to shape that person’s subjectivity and politics” 
(p. 2). In using the metaphor of a prosthesis, Landsberg underscores the bodily, sensuous 
and emotional aspects of memory. She argues that museums are “transferential spaces”, 
public spaces that “impose a corporeal, experiential logic … where new symptoms, new 
memories, prosthetic memories are incorporated into the body … the experience fosters 
an otherwise unattainable insight into the original event” (pp. 135-136).  
 
Prosthetic memories can be acquired by anyone through the technologies of mass culture 
such as film, television, literature and museums. For Landsberg, “experiential” media such 
as film and museums, which she also refers to as experiential modes of history and 
historiography, are the most powerful purveyors of prosthetic memory because they are 
spatial and multi-sensory; despite being totally mediated, people feel that they “experience 
history in some kind of unmediated way” (p. 142). Prosthetic memory is in fact made 
possible by media: 
 
current mass cultural forms may allow a version of experience that relies less on 
categories like the real, the authentic, and sympathy than on categories like 
knowledge, responsibility, and empathy … mass media increasingly can create or 
make available frameworks in which people can experience a sensual, processual 
form of knowledge … and conditions under which people might be able to attach 
themselves to pasts they did not live or to identities by which they are not 
“biologically” defined (p. 130). 
 
In contrast to critics of experiential museums as “theme parks”, Landsberg argues that the 
popular desire to “experience” history needs to be taken seriously. This critical hostility 
“reflects an anxiety about the threat posed to the hegemony of the cognitive by an 
experiential mode of knowledge”. Experiential museums do not sacrifice the cognitive, she 
maintains, but complement it with “affect, sensuousness, and tactility”, while remaining 
“anchored by historical narratives … technologies of memory have altered the 
mechanisms by which people acquire knowledge”. Historian Dipesh Chakrabarty (2013) 
similarly argues that memory and experience—what he calls “embodied knowledge”—
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increasingly play a crucial role in contemporary culture and politics as they connect more 
powerfully with individual and social identity than the “disembodied knowledge” of 
traditional pedagogic models of citizenship based on abstract reasoning and rationality. In 
opening themselves up to “the embodied and the lived”, contemporary museums, he 
argues, “have travelled the distance needed to keep up with changes that mark late 
democracies” (p. 461). Extending his argument, Kate Gregory and Andrea Witcomb 
(2007), put it that “in a world which is increasingly defined by experiential and immersive 
technologies, traditional ways of producing and disseminating knowledge are no longer 
sufficient to equip contemporary citizens” (p. 263).    
 
Trauma, Landsberg points out, further highlights how the “cognitive mode is woefully 
inadequate” because no single, linear narrative or “logical formation” can make sense of 
the Holocaust (p. 131). Here she echoes arguments that memory must, of moral necessity, 
supplement and interweave with history to adequately account for the trauma and 
catastrophe of the twentieth century, particularly the Holocaust. Personal remembrance is 
now recognised as fundamental to establishing a moral stance in recounting the past (A. 
Assmann, 2006; Felman & Laub, 1992; Friedländer, 2000; La Capra, 1998; Roth, 2012). 
La Capra contends that “memory—along with its lapses and tricks—poses questions to 
history in that it points to problems that are still alive or invested with emotion and value. 
Ideally, history critically tests memory and prepares for a more extensive attempt to work 
through a past that has not passed away” (2001, p. 8). In a similar vein, Assmann 
describes memory as a bridge, “between the abstract, academic account, on the one 
hand, and the intensely painful and fragmented personal experience on the other” (2006, 
p. 262). In these accounts, memory has a positive, even emancipatory or therapeutic, role. 
Landsberg is unashamedly optimistic: 
 
I do not mean even for a moment that there is anything inherently positive or 
progressive about this new form of memory … What I am emphasising instead is 
the unique power of prosthetic memory to affect people both intellectually and 
emotionally, in ways that might ultimately change the way they think and how they 
act in the world. My call, therefore, is for intellectuals and educators to take 
seriously both the desire of people to be part of history and the potential of 
prosthetic memory to bring about social justice (p. 154). 
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Landsberg’s ideas are both provocative and appealing but remain speculative. Despite her 
emphasis on the role of media in prosthetic memory, her analysis of films and museums 
are “readings”, albeit insightful, derived from her own perceptions and critical 
interpretations rather than engaged with the conditions of production or audience 
reception, for example. In querying whether memory is the right way to understand the 
processes she examines, James Berger (2007) points out, “whatever it is we are 
experiencing or encountering in the events Landsberg describes, it is highly mediated. We 
encounter images, descriptive and narrative language, objects in symbolic contexts. In a 
word, we encounter representations” (p. 604). As representations, and specifically as 
products of the mass media and global capitalism, which Landsberg herself is at pains to 
point out, prosthetic memories are subject to ideological and political processes and “the 
power and motive of the producer of the cultural product must be taken into account, and 
so must the collective states of mind of the audience—the ideological conditions for 
reception” (p. 605). He goes on to pose what he believes to be the central question at the 
heart of Landsberg’s work: “can a representation be charged with traumatic/symptomatic 
force? Or rather, how is it done? How does it work?” (p. 607).  
 
As is the case with the ideas of postmemory and empathic unsettlement, Landsberg 
leaves the matter of “how” prosthetic memories work, hanging. It is precisely this question 
that I seek to address in the case studies examined in this thesis, specifically, to trace 
what happens to testimony—as a form of memory—when it is mediated in and through 
different cultural forms and processes as part of museum exhibitions. How do video 
testimonies differ from testimonial artworks for example? What processes produce these 
mediums? How does testimony interact with other exhibition elements and how is it framed 
within broader curatorial frameworks and narratives? In other words, what are the poetics 
of exhibiting the testimony of trauma? A further area of focus is to look at how history and 
memory operate in complex interrelation in these contemporary exhibitions, investigating 
the curatorial role of the museum in respect to how meanings are made in exhibitions. 
How might various material objects be used by curators to provide “evidence” of historical 
fact or alternately, to articulate memory?  How might testimony be used to bolster or 
counter established historical narratives and negotiate collective memory—what are the 
politics of exhibiting the testimony of trauma? To pave the way for the case studies 
however, I need first to delve more deeply into the mediation of memory and specifically, 
the mediation of traumatic memory and testimony in museum exhibitions. This is the 
subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Two: “Testimonial transactions” 
in contemporary museums 
 
In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, testimony has emerged as a 
pervasive means by which we relate to the past. From the Eichmann trial and subsequent 
burgeoning of Holocaust testimonies to South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and Latin American testimonio, Oprah Winfrey and the global abundance of 
life writing, memoirs and autobiography, testimony proliferates in the media and cultural, 
political and legal arenas alike. Sociologist Fuyuki Kurasawa (2009, p. 93) observes that 
across the world “public spaces have been transformed into veritable machines for the 
production of testimonial discourses”. So much so that the fin de siècle—our contemporary 
period—is defined by many as the “age” and “era” of testimony and the witness (Ahmed & 
Stacey, 2001; Attwood, 2008; Felman & Laub, 1992; Gilmore, 2001; Wieviorka, 2006).  
 
Testimony is more than a first-person account. To speak out, to vow to tell one’s own 
story, is both a distinctive form of remembering and a discursive act, which crucially, is 
impelled by truth-telling. It operates simultaneously as an event or performance, a source 
of knowledge or information, and a medium of transmission, which radically crosses the 
boundaries of private and public spheres and may be made by powerful public figures and 
disenfranchised subjects alike. Testimony is furthermore, inextricably bound up with power 
and justice because it raises questions about how the “truth” and meaning of the past is 
interpreted and determined, and by whom, in contemporary societies. Testimony has 
transformed history-making in academic and popular contexts, including in museums. As 
Attwood argues, personal experience has permeated and transformed both historical 
knowledge and historical sensibility such that: 
 
people who have experienced an event and bear witness to it have come to be 
regarded as the most authentic bearers of truth about the past, indeed as the 
embodiment of history, and their accounts are increasingly received by many as a 
substitute for the history of the professional historian who seeks to record and 
explain a past event (2008, p. 75). 
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Further, the victim—the traumatised subject—occupies a privileged position as witness, 
“the site from which justice can be delivered, and the trauma of the nation, community or 
individual healed” (Ahmed & Stacey, 2001). Or as Bennett and Kennedy (2003) observe, 
“the traumatised subject (is) a new kind of contemporary identity” (p. 4). As outlined in 
Chapter One, trauma too is now within the purview of museums. Museums not only 
present communal successes and achievements but also, as Arnold-de Simine puts it, 
“less assimilable pasts of violence and trauma, persecution and guilt” (2013, p. 36). In this 
chapter, I identify testimony as a key curatorial strategy used by contemporary museums, 
which is deeply implicated in the ways museums negotiate and manage demands, 
conflicts and obligations in representing the past for contemporary audiences, specifically, 
traumatic histories. To do so, it is necessary to first untangle some key terms: trauma, 
testimony and its theoretical twin, witnessing—as none are undisputed terms—and clarify 
how these concepts are used in the thesis.  
 
The chapter starts with a discussion of trauma, and examines the sometimes conflicting 
theoretical frameworks available for thinking about trauma in relation to memory, narrative, 
testimony and recovery. I then move on to how theories of testimony and witnessing assist 
in understanding the “testimonial transactions” (Whitlock, 2015) taking place in museums. 
Here I utilise the concept of what Ashuri and Pinchevski (2009, pp. 136-137) designate, 
following Bourdieu, a “field of witnessing” where trauma survivors, museums 
(simultaneously as staff, spaces and institutions) and museum visitors negotiate the use 
and meanings of testimony. I bring into focus the ways in which testimony is deployed and 
encountered in exhibitions by means of various media. The chapter demonstrates that the 
deployment of testimony in exhibitions is a political process, which brings to the fore 
significant tensions in contemporary museum practice. A discussion of these issues 
establishes the analytic frame for the thesis’ case studies.  
The trouble with trauma 
Trauma is a complex concept and its application and meaning is dependent on the context 
of its use. In commonplace usage, trauma is inescapable and often hackneyed, used to 
describe everyday emotional states through to cataclysmic global events. In academic 
circles, trauma (like memory) is a concept used to theorise both individual subjectivity, 
psychopathology and collective states, hence theories of “cultural trauma” through to the 
clinical designation of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. While a fulsome account of trauma 
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is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is important to sketch out a conceptual position in 
relation to it. 
 
Theories of trauma have had massive impacts across the humanities and sciences over 
the past fifty years. Largely understood as a response to the catastrophes of violence, war, 
genocide and human suffering in the 20th century—Eric Hobsbawm’s “age of extremes” 
(1994)—trauma is a metaphor for these events, an attempt to understand them and their 
effects, and the basis of theories about the ethics of representing them in cultural and 
aesthetic forms. Perceived also as a cultural condition, trauma signifies how some 
societies, particularly Western societies, have become obsessed by suffering and 
victimisation (Antze & Lambek, 1996; Douglass & Vogler, 2003; Miller & Tougaw, 2002; 
Seltzer, 1997). The concept of trauma is also used to describe an individual’s response to 
extremity and direct their treatment and recovery. Roger Luckhurst (2008) identifies 
trauma as an exemplary example of what Bruno Latour designates a “tangled object”:  
 
rival theories proliferate around the notion of trauma because it is one of these 
“tangled objects” whose enigmatic causation and strange effects bridge the mental 
and the physical, the individual and collective, and its use in many diverse 
disciplinary languages consequently provoke perplexed, contentious debate (p. 15). 
 
Untangling trauma thus presents considerable challenges, particularly given that, as 
historians Paul Lerner and Mark Micale (2001, p. 9) point out, theoretical work on trauma 
is “conspicuously disparate and uncoordinated”, or in Wulf Kansteiner’s (2004, p. 194) 
more cynical characterisation, “representatives of different intellectual and epistemological 
traditions, who otherwise hardly agree on the status of reality and science, have come to 
embrace the concept of trauma as the sign of our times”. The purpose of the following 
section then, is to focus on just one aspect of trauma theory—its relationship to narrative 
and testimony—to make way for a discussion of testimony in museums.  
Trauma, memory and narrative 
Memory is central to trauma; indeed, trauma is conceptualised as a problem of memory—
a fundamental disruption to the workings of memory and consequently to an individual’s 
selfhood, identity, experience of temporality and their ability to function in the world. In her 
impressive “genealogy” of trauma, Ruth Leys (2000) describes it thus: 
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The idea is that, owing to the emotions of terror and surprise caused by certain 
events, the mind is split or dissociated: it is unable to register the wound to the 
psyche because the ordinary mechanisms of awareness and cognition are 
destroyed. As a result, the victim is unable to recollect and integrate the hurtful 
experience in normal consciousness; instead, she is haunted or possessed by 
intrusive traumatic memories. The experience of the trauma, fixed or frozen in time, 
refuses to be represented as past, but is perpetually re-experienced in a painful, 
dissociated traumatic present (p. 2). 
 
While there would be widespread acceptance among scholars of this characterisation of 
the traumatised individual, agreement would probably end there. "How victims remember 
trauma is” according to Richard McNally, “the most divisive issue facing psychology today” 
(2003, p. 1), referring to highly polarised debates around repressed memory, false memory 
and Recovered Memory Therapy. Equally controversial is the extrapolation of trauma 
symptoms into the cultural realm as cultural trauma, or more broadly “trauma theory” 
(Craps, 2013; Kansteiner, 2004; Kansteiner & Weilnbock, 2010; Luckhurst, 2008; 
Radstone, 2011). Centred in Europe and North America, trauma theory emanates from 
“Holocaust related issues, insights, vocabularies, and therapeutic paradigms” (Whitlock, 
2001, p. 205) and seeks to integrate philosophical reflections on the Holocaust and the 
limits to representation in its wake with psychological and psychotherapeutic studies of the 
experiences of trauma survivors. According to Luckhurst (2008), trauma theory condenses 
a number of distinct lines of thought. The first is the exploration of modernity and shock by 
the Frankfurt School and primarily, Theodor Adorno’s interpretation of the ruination of 
Western philosophy and culture by Nazism—in his widely-quoted words, that “to write 
poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”. With the later qualification that the “denial of culture is 
equally barbaric”, Adorno argues that in the post-Holocaust world the imperative of art and 
criticism has become “representing the unrepresentable” and thus “inaugurates the trauma 
paradigm” (Luckhurst, 2008, p. 6). Other significant influences are the focus on 
contradiction and irresolution within Deconstruction theory, and the dominance of the 
psychoanalytic paradigm and its emphasis on the closed interiority of the individual’s inner 
world in providing an explanatory framework for trauma.  
 
Proponents of trauma theory meld these intellectual traditions in sophisticated and often 
highly illuminating ways. Literary theorist Cathy Caruth’s work (1995, 1996) is widely 
recognised as foundational, notable for the way it draws on philosophical and 
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psychological accounts of trauma to develop a general theory on the workings of language 
and history. For Caruth, trauma overwhelms our psychic defences and the normal 
processes of memory, fracturing time, so that trauma is only experienced belatedly. 
Trauma is embedded in the mind of the survivor and can never be assimilated or 
reconciled, thus remains inaccessible to consciousness and representation. 
“Unspeakability” and unresolvable paradox are therefore inherent to trauma, and the 
trauma event is always an “unclaimed experience”. From this, Caruth links trauma 
outwards to cultural systems of signification and representation, to register the “constitutive 
failure of linguistic representation in the post-Holocaust, post-Hiroshima, post-Vietnam era” 
(Leys, 2000, p. 26). As Luckhurst encapsulates, for Caruth, “trauma is a crisis of 
representation, of history and truth, and of narrative time" (2008, p. 5).  
 
This highly influential argument has led to an axiom within trauma theory that all narration 
of trauma has normalising effects. Put another way, trauma exists in fundamental 
opposition to narrative, and can “only be an aporia in narrative, and any narrative 
temporalisation is an unethical act” (Modlinger & Sonntag, 2011, pp. 5-6). It means that 
certain forms of representation are valorised, indeed canonised, within trauma theory and 
only a certain kind of aesthetic, account or representation can "testify to the impossible 
possibility of an aesthetic of trauma" (Luckhurst, 2008, p. 81). This aesthetic reifies the 
trauma experience itself by disrupting conventional forms of narration and modes of 
representation via fragmentation, repetition and irresolution. Widely explored examples of 
this include Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah, Daniel Libeskind’s architecture, Paul Celan’s 
poetry and literary authors such as Charlotte Delbo, WG Sebald and Toni Morrison. While 
this line of thought dominates much work on trauma in the humanities, the conceptual 
insistence on the opposition of trauma and narrative is not particularly useful in addressing 
what Kennedy and Wilson (2003) call “vernacular”, or non-aestheticised forms of testimony 
like that which appears in history museums, and is indeed contradicted by concurrent 
research in psychology, philosophy and psychotherapy, which instead conceptualises 
narrative “as a means of productive transformation or even final resolution of trauma” 
(Luckhurst, 2008, p. 82).  
 
Drawing on the same intellectual traditions of psychoanalysis, critical theory and 
philosophy as well as clinical work, a secondary line of thought about trauma and memory 
has it that trauma can indeed be represented in everyday narrative language and in fact 
needs to be “worked through” and integrated back into both personal and cultural or 
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collective memory through therapy and other practices, including narration and testimony 
(Bal, Crewe & Spitzer, 1999; Brison, 2002; L. S. Brown, 2008; Douglass & Vogler, 2003; 
Friedländer, 1992; Herman, 1997; Kennedy, 2001; Kennedy & Wilson, 2003; La Capra, 
2001; Leys, 2000; McNally, 2003). Rejecting the extension of individual trauma symptoms 
to culture, language and representation, Wulf Kansteiner and Harald Weilnbock (2010) 
argue that instead, the trauma victim’s “very survival might depend on his/her ability to 
repair trust in human systems of signification as quickly as possible” (p. 230). The case 
made by philosopher Susan Brison (1999), herself a survivor of violent sexual assault, 
provides a compelling summary of this position: 
 
I argue that working through, or remastering, traumatic memory (in the case of 
human-inflicted trauma) involves a shift from being the object or medium of 
someone else’s (the perpetrator’s) speech (or other expressive behavior) to being 
the subject of one’s own. The act of bearing witness to the trauma facilitates this 
shift, not only by transforming traumatic memory into a coherent narrative that can 
be integrated into the survivor’s sense of self and view of the world, but also by 
reintegrating the survivor into a community, reestablishing connections essential to 
selfhood (pp. 39-40). 
 
Feminists like Brison stress that trauma does not result only from “limit” events such as 
war and genocide but from everyday life—experiences that are often hidden or denied, 
such as sexual assault and domestic violence (L. S. Brown, 2008; Herman, 1997). The 
feminist maxim “the personal is political” demands that such experiences be recognised as 
socially situated, that “social and institutional structures, and political and economic power, 
shape and produce individual and collective experiences of suffering and trauma” 
(Kennedy & Whitlock, 2011). These are not only the experiences of women, as leading 
theoretical proponent and clinician Judith Herman (1997) argues in referencing the history 
of traumatic pathologies: “the hysteria of women and the combat neurosis of men are one” 
(p. 32). From this perspective, to be a witness who gives testimony is to have embodied, 
sensory experience of an event and to speak from experience as a place of “truth”. Yet, 
within the trauma theory paradigm, as Kennedy and Wilson (2003) argue, testimony “in 
which the narrator claims to speak as an ‘expert’ about her own condition and experience” 
(p. 123) is discounted if it doesn’t conform to the dominant aesthetic tropes of trauma 
theory, thus seriously limiting the scope of the study of trauma: 
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The danger of the anti-narrative argument is that it encourages critics to analyse 
high culture texts for symptoms of trauma and for indirect testimony, rather than to 
study testimonies by people engaged in various struggles for self-determination and 
decolonisation, as well as women attempting to expose sexual and gender 
oppression (p. 125). 
 
Another crucial departure from trauma theory is these scholars’ orientation towards 
recovery from trauma, both for the individual, communities and society. Macdonald (2015) 
observes that the profound influence and popularisation of psychoanalytic ideas has led to 
widespread acceptance in many societies, particularly in the West, of the idea that “past 
experiences—especially ‘traumatic’, or very unpleasant ones—influenc(e) contemporary 
behaviour”, and for communities, not just individuals, to ‘repress’ or not face these pasts, is 
unhealthy or damaging” (p. 15). According to Herman (1997) "remembering and telling the 
truth about terrible events are prerequisites both for the restoration of the social order and 
for the healing of individual victims” (p. 1). For individuals, the transformation of traumatic 
memory from its inchoate, repetitive formations into a narrative is a process of meaning-
making. Herman describes that "out of the fragmented components of frozen imagery and 
sensation, patient and therapist slowly reassemble an organised, detailed, verbal account, 
oriented in time and historical context" (p. 177). The process is iterative and continuing. Its 
goal is not resolution, exorcism or “cure” but integration, reconnection and reconciliation, 
whereby the traumatised individual regains their lost sense of self as well as their 
connection to other people and society at large.  As Herman puts it, “the fundamental 
premise of the psychotherapeutic work is a belief in the restorative power of truth-telling … 
in the telling, the trauma story becomes a testimony” (p. 180). This designation of 
testimony as the preeminent form of trauma annunciation is to be found in both these 
theoretical paradigms, despite their antithetical positions on narrative, and it is to testimony 
that I now turn my attention.  
Testimony: annunciating trauma 
Testimony has a deep history in multiple contexts and practices—legal, theological, 
literary, clinical and historical—each of which has a bearing on its form, meaning and 
force. In all these domains, testimony carries with it an ethical responsibility to articulate 
what one has seen, heard and experienced, and to narrate it to others. Most relevant to 
my research is the emergence in the twentieth century of testimony in the context of 
trauma and atrocity—the witness as “the survivor of hell” in John Durham Peters’ terms 
Page 41 
 
 
(2001). As Peters argues, it is the “pervasive link between witnessing and suffering” that 
gives testimony “its extraordinary moral and cultural force today” (p. 708). It is unsurprising 
then that a great deal of the theorising about testimony emanates from the Holocaust 
(Agamben, 1998; Felman & Laub, 1992; Greenspan, 1998; Hartman, 1996; Langer, 1991; 
Wieviorka, 2006). Foremost among these is the pioneering and highly influential work of 
Shohana Felman and Dori Laub (1992), which is an essential starting point for thinking 
about testimony and trauma.  
 
According to Felman, at its most basic, to testify is “to promise and produce one’s own 
speech as material evidence for truth” (p. 5, emphasis in original). Yet, because of the 
ways that trauma complicates remembering and ruptures cognition, and because of the 
cataclysmic nature of “contemporary history” (and here she lists war, the Holocaust and 
nuclear weapons), testimony can never be complete or give a “totalisable account”: 
 
testimony seems to be composed of bits and pieces of a memory that has been 
overwhelmed by occurrences that have not settled into understanding or 
remembrance, acts that cannot be constructed as knowledge now assimilated into 
full cognition, events in excess of our frames of reference (p. 5). 
 
Like Caruth, Felman argues that trauma thus produces a crisis in representation. 
Testimony is fundamentally inchoate and unpredictable, and has an intrinsic impossibility 
at its core. It is only through a process of witnessing that testimony can be enacted. 
Indeed, Felman and Laub argue that testimony cannot and does not exist without a 
witness. Testimony is “annihilated” Laub argues, by “the absence of an empathic listener, 
or more radically, the absence of an addressable other, an other who can hear the 
anguish of one’s memories and thus affirm and recognise their realness” (p. 68). 
Witnessing in the context of trauma, however, must be more than just affirmation. It must 
be a deeply-felt commitment, “the listener has to feel the victim’s victories, defeats and 
silences, know them from within, so that they can assume the form of testimony” (p. 58). 
Trauma then, can only be annunciated through testimony and received through 
witnessing, which is an intersubjective exchange between those who have been termed 
the “primary” and “secondary” witness respectively (La Capra, 2001). Laub goes on to 
distinguish modes and pitfalls of secondary witnessing. As well as witnessing to the other’s 
trauma, crucially, secondary witnesses must remain attentive to their own position and not 
interfere with, appropriate, or experience transference of, the other’s trauma: 
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he preserves his own separate place, position and perspective; a battleground for 
forces raging in himself; to which he has to pay attention and respect … (t)he 
listener, therefore, has to be at the same time a witness to the trauma witness and a 
witness to himself (p. 58).  
 
Felman and Laub’s work also explores how trauma can prevent “direct” testimony and 
instead gives rise to representations that are beyond cognition. Nonetheless these can 
come forth via psychotherapeutic interactions and artistic endeavours, subsequently 
providing alternative means for accessing the meaning of trauma and testimony. Thus, the 
kinds of texts, films and artworks discussed previously become available to be interpreted 
as testimony. 
    
I take from Felman and Laub three fundamental insights that inform my designation of 
certain types of remembering in museums as testimony. In the first instance, that 
testimony is the privileged mode of address by those who have experienced trauma, it is 
the medium and genre of trauma. Secondly, that in giving testimony, witnesses are 
seeking an audience to hear their “truth”, or more precisely, are entreating witnessing from 
an audience. Thirdly, that this testimonial encounter involves an ethical transaction, that 
primary witnesses need at the least, an empathic response from secondary witnesses, 
who in turn must be receptive to these appeals in specific ways. I have reservations 
however, about the overarching psychoanalytic theorisation of trauma by Felman and 
Laub and its primary derivation from the analyst/analysand relationship, as well as 
Felman’s anti-narrative conclusion that testimony must be “literary, rather than ‘simply’ 
empirical or referential … it must make history available to the kind of imagining that 
cannot be conceived of through a referential use of language” (Kennedy & Wilson, 2003). 
In Felman’s terms, testimony can only be interpreted in terms of its representational 
(literary or artistic) form.  
 
Yet testimony takes multiple forms, apart from aesthetised ones, and is framed by its 
institutional and generic context. Indeed institutions, such as universities, museums and 
law courts, play a crucial role in defining and authorising (or denying) testimony. In the law 
for example, eyewitness testimony has privileged evidentiary status but as Assmann 
(2006) points out, the witness’s personal biography is separated from the testimony, as 
objectivity is the ideal. In contrast, in the context of trauma and atrocity, “the person who 
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experienced the ordeal and the person who testifies to it are one and the same” (p. 269) 
and it is precisely their subjectivity and their physical experiences moreover, that matter. 
Avishai Margalit (2002) designates witnesses who have actually suffered, “moral 
witnesses”, and as Assmann describes, “they testify not only verbally with their words, but 
also bodily” (p. 169). The testimony made by a moral witness suggests an ethical claim of 
“speaking truth to power”, that the role of testimony is not just to witness to personal 
trauma but to speak out against inhumanity and injustice and appeal to humanitarianism. 
Hence testimony’s central role in transitional justice processes. Testimony is about power 
not just pathology; it is about justice as well as recovery and healing. Testimony has 
different forms of address and reception too, beyond the intersubjective dialogue of 
analyst/analysand, narrator/reader or speaker/listener.  
 
Testimony may be addressed to a community, even a nation or the world at large, and the 
primary witness may occupy various subject positions when making testimony in different 
contexts, just as secondary witnesses may receive and listen in diverse ways. While 
Felman and Laub’s insistence on empathic witnessing is essential, there are other 
important ways that testimony can be received – acknowledging culpability, accountability 
or responsibility for example. The political, social, communicative and therapeutic value 
and potential of narrative gives testimony agency in context. When testimony is 
understood as more than the representation of trauma and its unconscious expression and 
repetition, then the active construction of the testimonial narrative becomes significant 
because it enables the narrator (or primary witness) to interpret, to try to make sense of 
events and experiences, and identify causes and meanings. As Brison and Herman argue, 
testimony is a process of re-making the self and reintegrating into society after trauma. 
This explains why people might willingly choose to give testimony in a museum about very 
private and distressing experiences, not only because it offers them therapeutic potential 
but also because it is a public forum with an audience, who may proffer recognition, 
community, solidarity and support in return. Thus, the self that is being re-made via 
testimony in museums is a connected, social self as well as a renewed, autonomous 
subject. Each of my case studies demonstrate this powerfully as people who gave 
testimony in the exhibitions reported that seeking recognition from other members of the 
community—“ordinary people” as one informant put it—was a driving motivation for their 
participation. Even more importantly, they all saw it as a means of supporting their quest 
for justice. 
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Felman and Laub’s work focuses on testimony in literary and clinical contexts, as well as 
video testimonies by Holocaust survivors, perhaps the most famous, almost paradigmatic, 
of all testimonial forms (Hartman, 1996; Langer, 1991). Video testimonies have been used 
extensively in museums and recent analyses highlight the importance of considering the 
production and reception of testimony in its specific context (A. Assmann, 2006; A. Brown, 
2009; Shenker, 2010; Stier, 2003; Wieviorka, 2006). Video testimonies reveal the 
complexities that arise when testimony is mediated and materialised. While the actual 
testimony may take the form of an interview between two people, other complex processes 
of production, narration and framing take place before, during, after and because of, 
filming. The testimony may then be edited, stored, transmitted and exhibited in various 
ways, taking on diverse material and digital forms. At each stage, the medium shapes and 
structures both the primary witness’s account and how it may be received by secondary 
witnesses. Thus, there is greater complexity to the use of testimony in museums than 
Felman and Laub’s (and others’) conceptualisation of testimony and witnessing as 
dialogue allows.  
 
Whitlock (2015) captures this complexity in the term “testimonial transactions”, which she 
renders to substantial effect in relation to postcolonial life narratives. For Whitlock, 
testimony and “testimonial cultures” move across spatial and temporal boundaries, “ebb 
and flow”, and work in ways “enjoined in other discursive frames” (p. 2). Testimony is 
“tactical”, and while it has “transformative force”, she also reminds us that its agency may 
be limited, drawing attention to “testimonial cycles … temporary structures associated with 
specific campaigns and eras, finite flourishes … that exhaust their potential and dissipate” 
(p. 5). Whitlock’s concept of the dynamics and fluctuations of “testimonial transactions” 
informs this next section of the thesis as I consider in greater detail how testimony is 
mediated in and though different cultural forms and relations to reach audiences in 
museums.    
Testimony, witnessing and media 
Testimony in museums takes on material form. It rarely occurs live but is represented and 
communicated through different types of media, such as text, audio, video and so on, 
which can be thought of as “external, material carriers of memory” (Erll, 2011, p. 119). 
These in turn are part of a mise-en-scène that may also include images, historical 
artefacts, artworks, props, recreations, dioramas, multimedia productions, projections and 
more. Each of these elements have distinctive material qualities and presence. Indeed, 
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exhibition design is all about the conscious manipulation of this materiality, together with 
space, temporality and light, to achieve curatorial aims. As Michele Henning (2006) points 
out, “museums have become increasingly mediatic” (p. 71). Drawing on materialist 
theories of media that focus precisely on the form of media, Henning argues that media in 
museums are “more than just a means to move messages across space” but have 
tangible and experiential qualities that “circumscribe(s) and delimit(s)” the content of 
exhibitions and how people perceive it (p. 73). When testimony is mediated, it becomes a 
social entity and transforms from personal experience into socially shared knowledge. Erll 
(2011) describes it this way: “we must understand media and mediation as a kind of 
switchboard at work between the individual and the collective dimension of remembering” 
(p. 113). It is through mediation that collective memory takes shape in museums.  
 
Testimony and witnessing4 have also recently become important concepts in media 
scholarship. Referring to the term “media witnessing” Paul Frosh and Amit Pinchevski 
(2008) admit that it “teeters on the brink of tautology”: 
 
On the one hand, every act of witnessing implies some kind of mediation: most 
fundamentally putting an experience into language for the benefit of those who 
were not there. On the other hand, every act of mediation entails a kind of 
witnessing, particularly the use of technology as a surrogate for an absent audience 
(p. 1). 
 
Nonetheless, the concept of media witnessing is more than “the equivalence of its two 
terms” and is in fact central to contemporary media practices (think of embedded war 
journalists or user-generated mobile phone footage for example) and opens questions 
about the ethics, aesthetics and politics of representation—the very preoccupations of this 
thesis. With their simple definition that media witnessing is witnessing “in, by and through 
the media” (p. 1) Frosh and Pinchevski capture a complex set of relationships between 
producers, representations and audiences taking place in museums, just as they do 
through the media. Thus, media witnessing refers simultaneously to primary witnesses 
giving testimony via and in media (including in museums), the possibility that 
representations such as utterances, texts, footage and images can themselves bear 
witness, and the positioning of audiences as secondary witnesses both to the (mediated) 
                                               
4 In this literature witnessing tends to be used as an encompassing term for both testimony and witnessing. 
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testimony and the events depicted. However, if we take into account that in reality these 
representations may also be pre-and re-mediated (Bolter & Grusin, 1999)—a video 
testimony may be edited into a documentary for example —then we need to question 
whether the hierarchy of primary and secondary witnessing remains adequate in the digital 
age and in relation to contexts such as museums. In each one of my case studies, this 
very problem is identified and examined, as testimony is mediated and re-mediated in 
multiple ways and forms and the levels of witnessing are considerably complex, with the 
case studies in part serving the purpose of unravelling this complexity. 
 
As previously discussed in relation to testimony, there is a clear distinction between being 
a mere spectator or listener and a witnessing agent who engages ethically and 
empathically with those giving testimony. To be a witness is to be emotionally present as 
well as physically present (Felman & Laub, 1992). Media scholars complicate the 
approach to time and space in the testimonial encounter, however. According to Durham 
Peters (2001) there are four basic types of relationship to an event that may support 
witnessing. The first is the paradigmatic case of “being there”, being present in both time 
and space. The second is “liveness”, being present in time but not in space. In media 
terms this could be as part of a broadcast audience of live transmissions— “simultaneity 
across space”.  Historical representation is the third type, where one is “a witness that laps 
the ages” and is present in space but removed in time. Here he gives the example of 
museums, alongside shrines and memorials. The fourth is to be absent in both time and 
space but to experience an event through its “traces”. This is the condition of recording, 
which he describes as “the profane zone in which the attitude of witnessing is hardest to 
sustain”; where what Peters calls “the veracity gap” is most pronounced, because 
“distance is a ground for distrust and doubt” (p. 720).  
 
In placing museums in the zone of historicity however, Peters doesn’t account for the fact 
that many museums, including two out of my three case studies, do not occupy the 
physical space or place where the historical events took place and instead use spaces, 
artefacts, media and narratives to represent the past. In fact, most museums are more 
accurately positioned in the “profane zone” where visitors (who are the most likely to be 
cast in the role of witnesses) are separate in both time and space to the historical events 
being represented. Peters points out that artefacts and testimonies are used by museums 
to establish authenticity. He makes an analogy with live broadcasting, which “like objects 
certified as historical, offers the chance to witness, while recorded material stands at one 
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remove as a representation (replica) of events … Between the historical and the verisimilar 
lies a small but gigantic gap, that of testimony” (pp. 719-720). Mediated representations 
are thus less trustworthy. Andrew Hoskins (2003) similarly contemplates the relation 
between objects in museums, which he describes as a providing a “purist” connection to 
the past, and the use of “vehicles of new memory, of presentist media (such as film and 
video)”, concluding that museums privilege objects, suggesting “a search for an authentic 
historical memory as the antithesis of a debased and mediated relation to the past” (p. 10). 
These arguments suggest that the deployment of mediated testimony in museums is a 
source of tension in the institution’s efforts to establish and maintain cultural and 
intellectual authority in presenting history.  
 
Media scholars Tamar Ashuri and Amit Pinchevski (2009) argue that such struggles over 
meaning are unavoidable and are inescapably linked to politics. For them, media 
witnessing needs to be conceptualised as “a political practice relative to a specific event” 
that takes place in what sociologist Pierre Bourdieu designates a “field” (p. 133). For 
Bourdieu, a field is a social-spatial arena in which people manoeuvre and struggle in 
pursuit of resources. The field is defined by what is at stake. In the case of the museum, 
this is ultimately the meaning of the past in the present, and cultural authority over that 
meaning. Media witnessing is, according to Ashuri and Pinchevski, “a game of trust in 
which agents compete to gain the trust of their designated audiences” (p. 137). People 
operate and prevail in the field by means of their habitual practices, competencies or 
know-how—Bourdieu’s habitus. Each makes use of the political, social, symbolic, 
technological and/or economic capital they have available to them, which is distributed 
unevenly across the field. Thus, for Ashuri and Pinchevski, “the field of witnessing may 
then be seen as populated by agents occupying different positions and holding divergent 
abilities, interests and resources” (p. 136). As they argue, witnessing is not simply an 
ontological position that agents “inhabit” but is subject to struggle—the struggle to obtain 
agency in the first instance, attain voice and then finally, compel the audience to take 
notice. Importantly, they also expand the definition of agents beyond primary and 
secondary witnesses to include those they call the “mediators … the various agents and 
agencies that film, direct, edit, produce, archive and broadcast testimonies” (p. 138). 
Crucially, “mediators determine who qualifies as a witness … granting an eyewitness the 
status of testimony is the mediator's prerogative” (p. 139 & 144). According to this schema, 
museums—curators in particular—are surely the definitive mediators? 
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Ashuri and Pinchevski go on to describe the operation of the witnessing field, detailing the 
roles, resources and processes at work, proposing it as a framework for analysis of how 
trust “is produced and distributed across the field” in each instance of media witnessing, 
such as a museum exhibition. There are three zones in the field occupied respectively by 
eyewitnesses, mediators and audiences. Then in turn are “three spheres of negotiation” 
that proceed from the event itself: discourse, meaning and judgement. The diagram they 
provide (shown here as Figure 1) illustrates how discourse is the “intersection of 
eyewitnesses as addresser and the mediator as addressee”. This is what is usually 
referred to as the testimonial encounter between primary and secondary witnesses. 
Meaning is the “intersection of the mediators as encoders and the audience as decoders 
of meaning”, thus accounting for the curatorial process. Judgement is “the intersection of 
audiences as spectators on the one hand, and as moral agents on the other” (p. 141). The 
diagram then lists the resources and strategies each set of agents has available to gain 
ascendancy in the witnessing field. 
 
 
Figure 1: Elements of the Witnessing Field (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009, p. 142) 
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Resources are deployed for various functions. So, eyewitnesses use resources both to 
communicate the event or their experience and to substantiate their position. Their 
resources include the primary assertion of what happened, which Ashuri and Pinchevski 
designate a “performative” resource (p. 141). Enunciation is another resource used by 
eyewitnesses to communicate both their knowledge of the event and how they feel about 
it; their emotional state. Like trust, Ashuri and Pinchevski see emotion as a type of 
currency in the witnessing field, which “provides a common basis for the participation and 
recognition of potential addressees” (p. 144). Mediators use resources to substantiate their 
position too, as well as to make the event meaningful to audiences. Here, Ashuri and 
Pinchevski classify testimonies themselves as resources that mediators utilise, subject to 
their biases, aims and the ideological framework within which they operate. Evidence and 
technology are other resources used to mediate the event. In rendering the event 
meaningful, mediators use the resources of authorship, narrative and genre. This is 
another critical aspect of their model; that is, to highlight how testimony is interpreted, 
shaped, transformed and ultimately given meaning by the mediators (pp. 144-145). The 
main resources of the audience are their distance from the event and the perspective that 
such distance provides. In being “uninvolved”, audiences negotiate the meaning of the 
event to arrive at judgment, which may take the form of denunciation (responsibility), 
sentiment (the object of feeling) or aesthetic (the event as spectacle) (p. 146). 
 
In accounting for the complexity of testimonial transactions beyond the mode of dialogue, 
as well as encompassing the mediation of testimony, this framework provides an effective 
means for critically approaching testimony in museums. As Ashuri and Pinchevski qualify 
however, the field of witnessing is neither egalitarian nor separate from politics. 
Competition is intrinsic to the witnessing field, in both horizontal and vertical directions. 
Thus, eyewitnesses compete for the attention of mediators and mediators compete for 
audiences. Plus, there is a structural hierarchy to the witnessing field with mediators firmly 
at the top. Despite this, all agents are in fact interdependent because some resources are 
held exclusively by some agents. Only eyewitnesses were actually there for example, and 
their presence and experience is something that other agents will always lack. 
Furthermore, audiences, indeed all agents, can only negotiate meanings within specific 
cultural boundaries and power relations. So, the field of witnessing is permeable, with 
engagement determined not only by variables within the field, but other resources in the 
agents’ habitus.  
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The concept of the witnessing field is particularly apposite for exhibitions, able to 
encompass their spatial, multilayered, multiform and multimedia qualities—what Basu and 
Macdonald (2007) characterise as the exhibition “apparatus” (p. 9). Crucially, the model 
accentuates the politics of testimony and witnessing, highlighting that the field is a space 
of power plays and contestation, identifying trust as what is ultimately at stake. Museum 
scholars too have recognised trust as a critical issue in museums’ struggle for relevance 
and authority in contemporary society (F. Cameron, 2005; Crane, 1997; Lynch, 2013), 
most particularly the ability to “navigate the sensitive terrain between facts/opinion, 
authority/expertise, advocacy/neutrality and censorship/exposure” (F. Cameron, 2005, p. 
217), as discussed in Chapter One. The delineation of the resources that are used by 
respective agents as they alternate between power and dependence in the struggle for 
ascendancy in the field is another valuable aspect of the model. Ashuri and Pinchevski do 
not claim, however, that the resources they have identified are exhaustive and 
encompassing trauma adds greater complexity. In this final part of the chapter I seek to 
apply, in a general sense, the conceptualisation of the witnessing field to exhibitions that 
feature traumatic testimony, thus establishing the parameters for analysis of the thesis’ 
case studies. 
The witnessing field in the museum 
For Ashuri and Pinchevski, the act of witnessing is contingent on the specific event that is 
witnessed. In the case of exhibitions, the event is perhaps better framed as the exhibition 
topic or subject, that is, the history being explored. Thus, the witnessing field transpires 
from a more complex point of intersection between event, experience, material culture and 
formal documentation or historiography. The three zones of agents are nonetheless the 
same, with eyewitnesses being the people who “lived” this history, be they victims, 
perpetrators or bystanders to invoke a conventional triad. It should be noted however, that 
it is very rare to see perpetrators featured in exhibitions such as these as it intensifies 
horizontal competition between eyewitnesses and makes the task of the mediators 
significantly more complicated. Trust is also an essential currency among the agents in an 
exhibition, however it is not the sole object for which they compete. Veracity, authority, 
authenticity, justice, recognition and reconciliation may also be fundamental to the struggle 
taking place, with the objective being maximum impact on “society’s commemorative 
‘agenda’” (Erll & Rigney, 2009, p. 9) and hegemony of collective memory. It is largely in 
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the delineation of resources however, that further qualification is required to make the 
framework more pertinent to the exhibitions I am examining. 
 
In both substantiating their position and communicating what happened to them, the major 
resource possessed by survivors of traumatic histories is their personal story. More than a 
“performative assertion” or “enunciation” (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009, p. 143), the trauma 
story is a resource that may or may not be of use to the survivor as an eyewitness. Its 
utility depends very much on “where they are at” in their ability to recount their story 
without being re-traumatised or lapsing into traumatic repetition or incoherence, and 
ultimately being able to convince others of its veracity. While “breaking the silence” is the 
essential first step in transforming trauma into testimony (Herman, 1997), if an eyewitness 
is articulating their trauma for the first time in an exhibition, it is likely to be extremely 
difficult, highly emotional and possibly unintelligible, as well as an ethically questionable 
action by the museum. Recounting trauma is not as simple as describing “what happened” 
but is usually a protracted, discursive and iterative process of meaning-making that 
requires the support of other people. If trauma survivors have been through this process, 
then they may have some choice and control over the way they perform or enunciate their 
personal story and succeed as an eyewitness in the field. 
 
Ashuri and Pinchevski designate capacity as a resource of eyewitnesses, so one 
experiences the event in one’s capacity as a doctor, or a Jew for example, and this identity 
is separate to the event (p. 143). But for trauma survivors, their identity is intrinsically 
linked to the event, which may in fact have shattered their former identity, or other aspects 
of their identity. Capacity is better recast as competency, with support (both tangible 
means of support and support from others) also factored in as an important resource in the 
context of trauma. In these and the other resources of status and relevance, trauma 
survivors may be significantly disadvantaged or deficient. While trauma can be 
experienced by anybody, people who are poor, working class or of low socio-economic 
status are “more likely to have exposures to some kinds of trauma and also less likely to 
have the resources with which to respond to a trauma when it does occur” (L. S. Brown, 
2008, p. 200). The impacts of trauma may also result in a loss of status and relevance, 
putting eyewitnesses at a disadvantage. Eyewitnesses, like mediators in Ashuri and 
Pinchevski’s model, may also seek to use evidence as a resource or recruit allies for their 
cause. Crucially however, they have little or no control over the way these resources, 
including their personal story, might also be enlisted by mediators.  
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In the case of trauma, the power in the witnessing field is highly skewed away from 
eyewitnesses in favour of the mediators. This power differential is manifest in every 
resource identified by Ashuri and Pinchevski. With evidence, technology, authorship, 
narrative and genre, as well as testimonies themselves at their disposal, mediators can 
shape and control the mediation of testimony as they see fit, in turn shoring up their 
dominant position. The currency of trust is all that binds mediators to eyewitnesses, plus 
their ability to provide access for eyewitnesses to the witnessing field itself. At the same 
time, other relationships and obligations are brought to bear on mediators’ use of 
resources such as corroborating evidence and authorship. How these resources are used 
is enabled and constrained by the institution’s public standing, funding, reputation and 
cultural authority. Museums may in fact be able to access historical information that is 
denied to eyewitnesses. Take for example the ability to access medical or institutional 
records, which is often denied to those whose lives are documented in those very records 
(Wilson & Golding, 2016). Thus, the way testimony is presented within an exhibition 
context that includes all sorts of other material is crucially important and is explored in 
detail in the case studies. 
 
In occupying the zone between “discourse” and “meaning”, mediators are in control of the 
actual mediation of testimony. In identifying evidence, technology, narrative and genre as 
resources deployed to achieve this, Ashuri and Pinchevski highlight the power of the 
curatorial process in shaping the meaning of testimony. This will be a particular focus of 
the case studies as I explore how curatorial decisions, strategies and interventions gain 
ascendancy in the witnessing field through the use of these particular resources. The 
mobilisation of emotion in the field is significant too. As theorists such as Sara Ahmed 
(2004) argue, emotions are not just psychological states of being but have “public lives” 
and social and cultural effects as they imbue and propel debates, ideas and collective 
values. In exhibitions about traumatic histories, emotion tracks powerfully through 
individual testimonies and exhibition narratives alike, brought into action as a resource by 
all agents in the field.  
 
Finally, as Ashuri and Pinchevski are considering media witnessing, there is an 
assumption that audiences are witnessing events they haven’t experienced, via mass 
media forms. They are likely to be physically, spatially and temporally separate from the 
primary witness/es. With this distance, detachment and perspective, they are positioned to 
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make a judgment on what they are witnessing; their capacity and/or identity is not taken 
into account in the model. With the traumatic histories being presented in these 
exhibitions, detachment cannot be assumed however. Audience members may 
themselves have experienced these histories and like eyewitnesses, could be victims, 
perpetrators or bystanders. Or they may have experienced other kinds of traumatic 
experiences that make them vulnerable to re-traumatisation, or at the least, unable to be 
dispassionate in response. Indeed, trauma testimonies are unlikely to be received by many 
audience members in a detached way. This again highlights the power of the mediators 
whose role is to shape and mediate the testimony, using resources such as narrative and 
genre to manipulate proximity or distance, objectivity or emotion, activism or authority, 
criticality or sentimentality, closure or open-endedness, and so forth. Just as eyewitnesses 
are bound to mediators largely by trust, so too do museum audiences invest trust in the 
institution.   
 
These qualifications notwithstanding, the concept of the witnessing field provides a 
valuable framework for the case studies that follow. Each of the case study exhibitions 
utilises testimony and witnessing in diverse ways and while my analysis is informed by 
Ashuri and Pinchevski’s work, I use the model loosely and approach each exhibition in its 
particularity. It is worth noting that in none of these projects, either when they took place or 
in the ensuing research, was the terminology of testimony and witnessing used. My 
subsequent theorisation of this kind of museum work as testimony is what I hope is one of 
the original contributions of this thesis.  
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Chapter Three: Many Threads 
 
According to historian Bain Attwood (2005), during the 1960s and 70s Australian national 
history took “an Aboriginal turn” (p. 18) as Aboriginal historical perspectives began to claim 
space in the national narrative. The effects were profoundly unsettling. By the 1990s, 
Australia was in the mire of a bitter public controversy over national history and museums 
were an active battleground as they grappled with a range of challenges from Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities. Questioning the right of museums to even 
possess collections of their cultural heritage, Aboriginal people disputed the ways they 
were represented and demanded the return of ancestral remains and secret sacred 
material (Pickering & Gordon, 2011). Now, Australian museums usually consult 
communities, employ Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and all state museums 
have designated galleries dedicated to Indigenous history and culture. Moreover, at a 
grassroots level, Aboriginal initiated and controlled museums, cultural centres and keeping 
places have emerged (Simpson, 2006). 
 
The Ration Shed Museum at Cherbourg in Queensland is one of these. Founded by the 
Cherbourg community in 2004, the Ration Shed’s message is one of pride and resilience. 
The history being shared is however, difficult and traumatic, with themes of sustained, 
institutionalised racism and deprivation, abuse of human rights and the ongoing effects of 
devastating government practices such as Stolen Wages and the removal of children from 
their families. In representing these, the Ration Shed uses film, art, craft, dance, music, 
publications and exhibitions as conduits of memory of, and for, Cherbourg people. In 
claiming a space for Cherbourg memory, the museum seeks to counter historical and 
contemporary discourses that construct the community as tragic, intrinsically dysfunctional, 
a place “without history”.  
 
The Ration Shed’s work highlights the evolving, complex interplay between history, 
memory and trauma taking place in contemporary Australian museums and provides the 
first case study for this thesis. Beyond presenting revisionist history, in working with 
Cherbourg memory, the Ration Shed Museum actively tackles the destructive effects of 
individual and collective trauma and seeks to shape an optimistic future for Cherbourg 
people using culturally safe methods of engagement that promote dialogue, reconnection 
and creativity. This chapter is an ethnographic account of the development of a 2014 
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Ration Shed exhibition called Many Threads, which deals with the history of Cherbourg 
women’s experiences as domestic workers.  
Cherbourg 
They ask me where I come from 
They ask me ‘what’s the name’ 
I tell them I come from Cherbourg that’s my home 
I’ve been to a lot of places and 
I’ve seen so many faces 
But I always return back to the place of my birth 
 
Good old Cherbourg, that’s my home 
A place where we have so much fun 
A place that we call our home 
A place where we laugh and cry5 
 
Cherbourg is an Aboriginal community in southeast Queensland, situated 270km 
northwest of the capital Brisbane in the largely agricultural South Burnett region. In the 
2011 census, its population was 1264, with 95% of residents identifying as Aboriginal 
(Government Statistician). Even a minimal historical sketch demonstrates why 
Cherbourg’s history can be characterised as profoundly traumatic. It began as Barambah 
mission, founded in 1901 by Salvation Army missionary William J Thompson when he 
camped with small numbers of local Wakka Wakka people on the banks of Barambah 
Creek. The Queensland Government took control of the settlement in 1904 under the 
Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act of 1897 and the population 
grew rapidly as hundreds of displaced and dispossessed people were “dumped” at 
Barambah (Blake, 2001). Residents, officially referred to as “inmates”, were put to work 
developing its facilities. As the settlement took shape it was divided into two distinct 
areas—the white administrative domain near Barambah Creek and the Aboriginal domain, 
known as the Camp. This imprint remains in the town today, with the remnants of the 
administrative area now forming the Cherbourg Historical Precinct. 
 
                                               
5 Lyrics of Cherbourg That’s my Home by Robert (Rocko) Langton and Harold Chapman of the band Muddy 
Flats, written in response to the numerous negative media reports about Cherbourg in the 1980s 
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Over the twentieth century, people from around 40 different clan groups were forcibly 
removed from their country to live together on the reserve. Their lives were strictly 
controlled and their civil liberties denied; families were broken up and children were forced 
to live in dormitories. The reserve was closed to public access and residents were required 
to have permits to move in and out, even to marry. The settlement was not simply a 
reserve; it was also a labour depot, a source of cheap labour for white settlers across 
Queensland. The superintendent signed labour contracts with employers on behalf of the 
inmates, wages were paid into a savings account controlled by government, and workers 
received just small amounts of “pocket money” – a system now known as “Stolen Wages”. 
The settlement was fundamental to the Queensland Government’s Aboriginal policy; at 
Barambah (re-named Cherbourg in 1932) the government established the template that 
was then repeated on Aboriginal reserves across the state.  
 
The devastating impact of forced removals on Aboriginal people and culture cannot be 
overstated. Under the Queensland system, not only were Aboriginal people removed from 
their land, which is “the source of meaning and identity” (Blake, 2001, p. 51), they were 
separated from clan and family, disrupting kinship networks and cultural and social life. 
This has had ongoing effects, as historian Jackie Huggins argues “these processes tore 
apart generations” (1998, p. 136). Thom Blake points out that forced removal did not just 
impact those who were actually removed, but the entire Queensland Aboriginal population, 
who “lived with the constant fear that they could be removed without warning to a remote 
reserve … removals were used to discipline and isolate … to control and dominate 
Aborigines not only on reserves but in fringe camps, towns and in the workplace” (p. 55). 
Removal from country also meant disruption to ceremony and ritual. In linking the present 
and future with the ancestral past, ceremony is fundamental to Aboriginal life. Judy 
Atkinson explains that ceremony provides structure to social life, “within the action of the 
ceremonies, the human mediators are reminded of their responsibilities, of the need to 
mend and preserve relationships between people and country and to care for kin” (2002, 
p. 33).  
 
Removals continued into the 1970s (R. Kidd, 2000, p. 9). Despite the intensification of 
Aboriginal demands for citizenship, rights and recognition at a national level in the 1960s 
and 70s, change in Cherbourg was slow. The most significant structural change took place 
in 1986 when the reserve transitioned to community control within a system called a Deed 
of Grant in Trust (DOGIT). Community members did not acquire the right to ownership of 
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the land as individuals; instead an elected council was instituted to make planning and 
funding decisions, similar to other shire councils in Queensland. Even this degree of 
independence came at a cost however. Following the DOGIT transfer, the State 
government removed, shut down and sold all the government-owned industries and assets 
in Cherbourg. Without these industries, the Community Council became entirely 
dependent on government funding, as did many families and individuals. The 
unemployment rate in Cherbourg today is three times the State rate (Government 
Statistician). 
 
Nonetheless, over time a strong Cherbourg identity has emerged. As former resident 
Kathy Fisher observed; “the government thought they would disband the different tribes by 
splitting them up … but they didn’t realise that they were creating one big tribe” (Blake, p. 
197), the Cherbourg Mob. Cherbourg is one of the largest Aboriginal communities in 
Queensland. Cherbourg pride has largely rested in the achievements of individuals, 
particularly in the sporting arena (Besley, Hofmeyr, Newman, & Williams, 2013; Blake, 
2001). In recent years however, there has been a discernible increase in the community’s 
awareness of its own history. An important milestone was the celebration of the town’s 
centenary in 2004, which provided the impetus for the establishment of the Ration Shed 
Museum. 
“The place that once gave us food, now gives us food for thought” 
Like many community heritage initiatives, the Ration Shed museum came about through 
the efforts of just a few individuals. The leading figures were two sisters, who I will refer to 
as Auntie A and Auntie B. From the early 1990s, Auntie B had begun researching 
Cherbourg history and was a trailblazer in the fight for reparations for Stolen Wages. In 
1999 she brought a case against the Queensland Government for the wages she’d earned 
as a domestic servant. Her research made her keenly aware of the need to preserve and 
disseminate Cherbourg’s history and alert other Aboriginal people to the systematic nature 
of their historical oppression.  
 
Auntie B left Cherbourg as a young woman in 1964 when she was sent to work as a 
domestic servant. She now lives in the capital, Brisbane. Auntie A, although having also 
spent periods of time away from Cherbourg as a domestic servant, has lived her whole life 
there. Both women are respected Elders and extremely active in community affairs. In 
2004 they were preparing a historical exhibition for the town’s centenary and became 
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aware that the old ration shed still existed, standing neglected by the football oval. Looking 
for a way to present Cherbourg’s history in a more permanent way, they lobbied for the 
building to be relocated and adapted into a museum.  
 
Rations are an inextricable part of the history of subjugation at Cherbourg. Not only were 
they provided in lieu of wages, rations fundamentally changed people’s diets, bringing 
significant negative health effects. They were also meagre and poor quality, as former 
resident Albert Holt remembers: “Cherbourg Mission was a very depressing place to live 
in; our camps were so dark and miserable … the rations were doled out by cupfuls. You 
had to identify your family name and the number of people living there. You were given 
two cupfuls for each person and that was your entitlement for a fortnight.” (2001, p. 15). 
Rations were distributed until 1968, consisting of the “trilogy” of flour, sugar and meat, 
supplemented by rice, sago, peas, oats, powdered milk and tea. The reclamation of the 
ration shed and its transformation into a museum is an exceptionally potent signifier to the 
Cherbourg community, as Auntie A puts it, “the place that once gave us food, now gives us 
food for thought”.  
 
The ration shed was relocated next to the former Superintendent’s Office, which along with 
the Boys’ Dormitory building were the remaining physical elements of the administrative 
zone of the settlement.6 The fledgling Cherbourg Historical Precinct Group received a 
substantial grant to renovate the buildings and the museum officially opened in November 
2009. Other members of the Cherbourg community became involved, although the core 
group remains relatively small and is largely comprised of female Elders. Soon after the 
museum opened, Auntie C joined Auntie A and these two women, along with the co-
ordinator, are now the driving force of the organisation. It is governed by a board of 
Cherbourg community members and is formally incorporated as a not-for-profit 
association. By 2014, the Ration Shed employed a part-time co-ordinator, an administrator 
and many Cherbourg residents on a casual basis, in a range of roles. The museum does 
not have any ongoing funding; instead it relies on sporadic funding and grants from a 
range of government and non-government sources, along with funds raised through venue 
hire, entrance fees and a gift shop. 
                                               
6 The dormitory system remained in place until the early 1980s. The Mothers’ Quarters and Girls’ Dormitory 
closed in 1980, the Mothers’ Quarters was demolished and the Girls’ Dormitory was destroyed in a fire. The 
Boys’ Dormitory was closed in 1982 but was later used as a children’s shelter. 
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Memory work at the Ration Shed museum 
Unlike most museums, the Ration Shed has no professional museum staff and just a small 
collection of objects, which is not the focus of the museum’s activities. Indeed many of the 
activities that take place at the Ration Shed are novel for a museum; it regularly hosts 
funeral wakes for example, and more art is created than displayed there—it is as much a 
place for the community to do things as it is a place to visit exhibitions. Cherbourg people 
are the curators as well as the subjects of the exhibitions, as Auntie A says, “our dream 
was to create a historical site where we could tell our stories about living under the Act” 
(Hofmeyr and Morgan). While some authors define this as a type of “Indigenous curation” 
(Kreps, 2003; Simpson, 2007), others such as Nick Stanley (2007) query whether “the very 
term ‘indigenous museum’ [is] an oxymoron or a misplaced concept … especially in those 
parts of the world where contestation between settler groups and prior inhabitants remains 
so acute” (p. 2). Indeed, the work of the Ration Shed needs to be considered against a 
backdrop of contestation, especially in regard to topics such as the Stolen Generations,7 
where for decades Indigenous versions of the past have been disputed and even denied in 
the Australian public sphere (K. J. Butler, 2013; Haebich, 2000; Kennedy, 2011b). Many 
Cherbourg people see the Ration Shed Museum as a chance for them to “set the record 
straight” and have their view of the past heard. At the Ration Shed, they are constructing 
memory and in doing so, are reclaiming their past, but also shaping Cherbourg identity in 
the present and into the future.   
 
The Ration Shed’s memory work takes multiple forms. Exhibitions and films created by 
Cherbourg people are presented across the site, and visitors usually view these as part of 
a tour conducted by an Elder, so they share first-hand, personal memories alongside 
those represented. Some of the changing exhibitions interpret the buildings and what went 
on there, while others are thematic or artistic. In 2014 at the Boys’ Dormitory for example, 
there is one room featuring an original bed and a refectory table set for a meal, with 
photographs and descriptions of dormitory life. In the adjacent room, there are several 
plaques commemorating the children who lived in the dormitories, listing their names and 
featuring Aboriginal artworks. Here the film Domo Boys is shown, in which the last 30 men 
who grew up in the dormitories remember this time and the impact it has had on their lives 
                                               
7 The Stolen Generations is the now common term for people subjected to forcible removal policies of 
successive Australian governments in which thousands of Aboriginal babies and children of mixed descent 
were taken from their mothers, families and communities, (Read, 1999). 
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(see Figure 2). The building also housed four thematic exhibitions. One is about sport and 
focuses on the career of boxer Jeffrey Dynevor. Another features photographs and field 
notes by anthropologist Caroline Tennant-Kelly who spent time in Cherbourg in the 1930s. 
The third is the Strong Women’s Shadow Boxes and the fourth is a series of paintings by 
Cherbourg children about catching “blueys” (crayfish) in Barambah Creek. 
 
 
Figure 2: A reunion of men who grew up in the Boys’ Dormitory, Ration Shed Museum, 2014 
 
The Ration Shed also runs educational programs with school groups, publishes books, 
has an active artists’ group that holds workshops, presents exhibitions and sells artwork in 
the shop, hosts performances and major celebrations such as NAIDOC and Sorry Day and 
has recently launched an interactive digital history project called Cherbourg Memory. The 
precinct is also used as a venue for training, conferences, meetings and workshops by a 
wide range of other groups. Both the shop and the venue hire are part of the memory 
work. For example, the shop sells the films made at the Ration Shed and the increasing 
numbers of autobiographies and biographies written by Cherbourg people, often hosting 
book launches and other associated activities. Like the funeral wakes and reunions that 
take place at the Ration Shed, these events bring Cherbourg people together from all over 
Queensland and become forums for remembering. Events nearly always involve music 
and local musicians such as Muddy Flats and Bralbin Bluewater Band (both named after 
places in Cherbourg) perform songs about Cherbourg life, such as Cherbourg Boy, 
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Cherbourg that’s my home, Cherbourg Cowboy and Wakka Wakka Cherbourg Crew. All 
these cultural products – films, books, songs, artworks, souvenirs, – are memory media. 
Likewise, the various groups who use the Ration Shed’s facilities are engaged in work that 
usually involves connecting with the past. A diabetes group, for example, discusses the 
impact that rations have had on Cherbourg people’s health and the Stronger Smarter 
Institute, which works in Indigenous education, grounds its philosophy of “high 
expectations relationships” in contrast with the education system at Cherbourg in the past.  
 
Thus, the Ration Shed is at the centre of dynamic and multi-faceted memory work 
occurring across sites to produce, shape and transmit Cherbourg memory via a wide 
spectrum of media. Much of what is distinctive about this Cherbourg memory is due to its 
traumatic nature. In An Archive of Feelings Ann Cvetkovich (2003) argues that trauma 
“demands an unusual archive”, it “puts pressure on conventional forms of documentation, 
representation, and commemoration, giving rise to new genres of expression … in order to 
offer alternative modes of knowledge” (p.  7). Although she speaks here about gay and 
lesbian archives, her concept of an “archive of feelings” can be applied to other 
marginalised histories and conveys how memory work challenges and confronts normative 
histories and museum practices. Drilling down into a specific project reveals the distinct 
contours of this work as it takes place at the Ration Shed. 
Many Threads  
Many Threads began as a social sewing group in May 2013. Auntie D, another sister of 
Auntie A and Auntie B, started the group while she was recovering from a serious illness 
and found that sewing and craft was therapeutic. Realising that these benefits could be 
shared, she approached the museum and the local Barambah Health Centre about 
starting a sewing group. The health centre funded the purchase of six sewing machines 
and the Ration Shed provided materials, catering and space for the group to meet.  
 
The group quickly became popular, with a core group of at least twelve women attending 
every week. Many others, including young women and children, come along occasionally. 
Each woman works independently on her own projects, which have included sewing, 
quilting, tapestry, embroidery and making domestic items. The museum co-ordinator and 
Auntie A had wanted for some time to develop a project around the history of domestic 
workers at Cherbourg. With the recent deaths of several significant female Elders, they 
were aware that living memory of these experiences was slipping away. At the beginning 
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of 2013, the co-ordinator was successful in securing a grant from the Federal Government 
to undertake a women’s project, this time using sewing to create an exhibition about 
domestic workers.  
 
The co-ordinator’s idea of the exhibition was complex. It was to be about history, but 
created using memory. More specifically, it was to use processes that would “draw out” the 
memories of women who’d worked as domestic servants so that other women - younger 
women or women who hadn’t worked as domestics - could use these as the basis for 
artworks that would together tell a narrative about domestic workers. She knew this would 
be highly emotional and would need to proceed sensitively so that the older women felt 
safe to speak about their experiences. The co-ordinator has a strong conviction 
nonetheless that it is through emotion that people open themselves to learning about and 
identifying with others, which is the central aim of most Ration Shed projects. Other 
projects such as the Strong Women’s Shadow Boxes had involved women working on 
individual artworks, but with this new project, the co-ordinator wanted to work as a group, 
to move beyond personal stories and contribute to a “bigger picture” about history. Her 
idea was to develop a “shared narrative” or “typical” story with the Elders, which contained 
elements common to the experiences of women who’d worked as domestics. This 
narrative would then be “workshopped” over three days, and individuals would select parts 
of the story to create artworks on tea towels to feature in an exhibition. The strong 
resonance with domestic labour motivated the decision to use tea towels as a uniform 
format for the exhibition. A set format had a number of benefits. It was manageable for 
those lacking confidence in their sewing abilities, but provided an ample canvas for others, 
while also giving the final exhibition a unified appearance.  
“Sounds like slavery to me” 
 As Huggins (1998) argues, the history of Aboriginal domestic workers is a “silent 
history … although we learnt about the pioneering efforts of mostly European males, little 
was recorded about the ‘backbone’ of the pastoral industry, the Aboriginal men and 
women who toiled as stockmen and domestic servants” (p. 1). Despite being intertwined 
with the Stolen Generations and Stolen Wages histories, which were highly prominent 
public issues in Australia in the 1990s, Aboriginal women’s working lives as domestic 
servants in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are not widely known about, nor is it 
necessarily recognised that this is a history that caused immense suffering for Aboriginal 
women and their families.  
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Aged as young as nine years old, Aboriginal domestic workers cooked, cleaned, cared for 
children and did heavy farm work, working up to fifteen hours a day. This was the only 
occupation deemed suitable for Aboriginal girls and schooling at Cherbourg was structured 
to prepare them for it. According to Evans and Scott (1996), the aim of the state system of 
education on Queensland reserves was “the creation and maintenance of an underclass of 
obedient, underpaid labourers” (p. 139). Until the 1960s, children completed around four 
years of schooling on average, which covered just two years of the mainstream curriculum. 
For a further year, girls undertook domestic science instruction and boys manual and 
agricultural training (see Figure 3). Former resident Rita Huggins remembers,  
 
We were taught basic reading, writing, arithmetic, and a lot about European history, 
Captain Cook, and sewing. We were never allowed to draw or dance, which we 
were naturally good at. I don’t remember the white teachers ever encouraging us to 
do things we wanted to do, or what we were good at. Instead, sewing! (R. Huggins 
& Huggins, 1994, p. 27) 
 
 
Figure 3: Domestic science class at Cherbourg 1946. John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland 
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Cherbourg women remember domestic work as lonely and isolating, the separation from 
their families was intensely painful. They were subjected to emotional, physical and sexual 
abuse. Agnes Williams, who worked in the 1920s and 30s recalled: 
 
you see this scar on my face, well I reckon that was done by her [the mistress] 
because we had to scrub the pots and pans. And you know those steelo pads with 
the gold threads through them, well I went off cleaning and she came in while I was 
cleaning the silver and I wasn't doing it right according to her. So she got it [the 
steelo] and scrubbed my face and said: `Now this is the way you rub!' (quoted in 
Huggins, 1987, p. 8) 
 
Many women returned home pregnant. As early as 1922, The Chief Protector of 
Aborigines admitted that “the number of girls that get into trouble to white men ... is a 
serious reflection upon the administration” but went on to argue that the demands for 
labour overwhelmed any proposals to stop sending girls out (Blake, 2001, p. 133). Mothers 
were expected to return to work as soon as possible and faced the agonising choice of 
giving their children up for adoption, leaving them in the dormitory or finding an alternative 
with relatives or friends. As one young woman from the Many Threads group commented 
when she heard these accounts: “what our Elders went through sounds like slavery to me”. 
Trauma Trails 
The Bringing Them Home report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families points out that each individual 
reacts differently to trauma. It argues, however, that “for the majority of witnesses to the 
Inquiry, the effects have been multiple and profoundly disabling … causing a cycle of 
damage from which it is difficult to escape unaided” (1997, p. 154). Psychologists 
differentiate between types of trauma, including individual trauma, family trauma, 
historical/cultural trauma and community trauma, which interact with each other in the lives 
of individuals and across families and communities (Coade, Downey & McClung, 2008). 
Trauma has a “ripple” effect, transmitted across generations, manifesting in an increased 
prevalence of problems such as substance abuse, violence, family breakdown, abuse and 
suicide. In Cherbourg, residents suffer 33 times the rate of assault than other 
Queenslanders and the crime rate for offences against the person is 13 times the state 
average (Government Statistician). 
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Due to the emphasis on specific traumatic events or triggers, the applicability of dominant 
psychological definitions of trauma to Aboriginal people—and indeed many other people—
has been questioned (L. S. Brown, 2008). For example, the definition of Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) in the manuals of the American Psychiatric Association depends 
on the identification of an “extreme traumatic stressor”, such as war or natural disaster. 
Atkinson, Nelson and Atkinson (2014) argue however that 
 
diagnoses such as PTSD are unable to conceptually capture the levels of chronic 
ongoing stress that Indigenous people experience in their everyday lives. The 
sources of this stress are multiple, repeated, and of great severity … and 
compounded by (1) the inability to identify and overcome a single source of stress, 
(2) the presence of cumulative stressors, and (3) the realisation that many of these 
stressors are inflicted by people well known to the victims (p.136). 
 
The sustained, long term, systemic experience of trauma that Aboriginal people 
experience is thus highly complex, posing extraordinary challenges for representational 
forms that seek to communicate these experiences to audiences. In describing the history 
of Aboriginal people in Queensland, Atkinson (2012) identifies “trauma trails that run 
across country and generations … [carrying] fragmented, fractured people and families” 
(p.88). In the workshop to develop Many Threads, these trauma trails were vividly 
apparent. The workshop was not just a place where women did craft together but was a 
space of testimony and witnessing where the women shared the pain of the past as well 
as their ongoing struggles in dealing with issues that are its legacy.  
The workshop 
On Tuesday 1st October 2013, 22 women aged 16 to 70 arrived at the Ration Shed to take 
part in the three-day workshop. Among the group were two mothers and daughters, five 
sets of sisters and one grandmother and granddaughter. I will refer to the women by their 
first-name initial only. There was a sense of anticipation on that first morning and the 
organisers were elated at the turnout, as getting people to participate is one of the greatest 
challenges at the Ration Shed. There was overlap between participants and organisers as 
roles tend to be fluid in the museum’s projects. The co-ordinator and Auntie D, the founder 
of the Many Threads group, were the prime movers behind this project.  
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The co-ordinator has been involved with the Ration Shed in varying guises since its 
inception, becoming co-ordinator around 2010. The role is technically part-time but in 
reality, she works more than full-time. The co-ordinator came to Australia from South 
Africa in 2001. Filmmaking brought her to Cherbourg in 2003 when she was commissioned 
to make a film there. Together with her husband and fellow filmmaker, the co-ordinator has 
sought to establish filmmaking as a form of storytelling that empowers Cherbourg people. 
As a result, filmmaking has become integral to the Ration Shed’s memory work and Auntie 
A in particular has developed substantial filmmaking abilities. Along with other skills, the 
co-ordinator and her husband bring a strong political sensibility to the Ration Shed, 
informed by their personal pasts in apartheid-era South Africa. As activists and “outsiders”, 
they query perceptions that may have become formulaic or entrenched and push 
Cherbourg people to reflect on the political dimensions of their historical experiences.  
  
Auntie D was formerly co-ordinator of the women and children’s domestic violence shelter 
in Cherbourg, but has stopped working in recent years due to ill health. She is one of the 
younger sisters in the family of remarkable and capable women at the heart of the Ration 
Shed. She is highly articulate and has weathered untold community politicking as a 
spokesperson on domestic violence and child abuse. Auntie D sees craft as “a self-care 
strategy” and brings a politicised, feminist perspective to the Many Threads group, often 
reminding the group that “the deadly bloodlines of generations of proud, black, Aboriginal 
women is keeping us strong today” or quoting from the film How to make an American 
Quilt: “if life gives you scraps, make a quilt”.  
 
The facilitator and I were the other two people involved in the workshop. I was variously 
referred to as historian or curator but in practice, roles shifted between all four of us as we 
led activities and kept the workshop going in various ways. The facilitator is an artist, 
mediator and facilitator in Nonviolent Communication (NVC).  NVC is a form of conflict 
resolution and although Many Threads was not an NVC workshop, the co-ordinator had 
seen some of the techniques in action and thought that Cherbourg people would be 
receptive to the approach. She often draws in people who have a wide range of skills and 
expertise to collaborate with the Cherbourg community. This is also how I came to the 
Ration Shed. I met the co-ordinator at a museum industry seminar and first visited in 2010 
and have been involved as voluntary curator ever since. As a postgraduate student, my 
relationship with the Ration Shed became more explicitly reciprocal in using the Many 
Threads exhibition as a case study for my research. My role in this workshop was as 
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participant observer. I had discrete tasks such as sourcing historical information, locating 
images and historical objects to be used as memory “prompts” in the workshop. I also took 
part in planning sessions with the co-ordinator, Auntie D and the facilitator, attended the 
workshop itself, and spent extensive time with the Many Threads group before, during and 
after the workshop, assisting women with their tea towels and interviewing them about 
their participation in the project. 
 
While some group processes, such as yarning circles, are strongly embedded at the 
Ration Shed, each project tends to be approached in an experimental way and proceeds 
uniquely according to its aims and practical circumstances. In part, this flexibility responds 
to the constant fluctuations in Cherbourg people’s lives and the fluidity of what some call 
“Murri time” (Babidge, 2010, p. 183). But it is also because the Ration Shed is the 
community’s museum. Although the co-ordinator may steer projects, she does so in 
constant dialogue with members of the community, especially Elders. Projects only go 
ahead with the approval of Elders and the terms of each project are negotiated with 
participants as part of the project. With Many Threads, intensive planning took place 
before the workshop and specific activities were scheduled for each day but it remained 
open-ended. We knew that the artworks would not be finished in three days; apart from 
everything else, sewing takes time and patience. The workshop was a catalyst for an 
ongoing process that continued in the weekly Many Threads sessions over several 
months.  
 
The primary aim of the workshop was for the group to explore the history of domestic 
workers, largely through the testimony of Elders, “work through” its trauma and identify 
how it might link to their everyday lives. As La Capra points out “in traumatic memory the 
past is not simply history as over and done with. It lives on experientially and haunts and 
possesses the self or the community” (in Attwood, 2008, p. 81). The concept of “working 
through” comes from psychoanalysis and its use in this workshop demonstrates how 
widespread the idea has become. Working through is not about tidying things up or 
reaching “closure”, it is a process of interpretation and reinterpretation, so that new 
meanings can be made. In working through, trauma survivors “find ways to reconstruct 
themselves and carry on with reconfigured lives” (Brison, 1999, p. 40). The workshop is 
the equivalent of Ashuri and Pinchevski’s (2009) discursive “sphere of negotiation”; the 
point of intersection between Cherbourg women as “eyewitnesses” and the museum 
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space and workshop as “mediator” where intensive process of testimony and witnessing 
took place (pp. 141-142).  
 
The powerful influence of Stolen Generations testimony needs to be acknowledged here. 
As previously discussed, throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s there was a 
pervasive understanding in Australia that testimony can heal both individuals and the 
nation. As Rebecca Devitt (2009) explains, the HREOC inquiry into the separation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from their families promoted a bipartite idea of 
healing with individual healing based in “notions of trauma and recovery” and national 
healing through the concept of “reconciliation” (p. 51). The acceptance of these concepts 
is in evidence at the Ration Shed, although care is taken not to overstate ambitions. In the 
words of the facilitator, the Many Threads workshop was not intended to “cure” the trauma 
of Cherbourg women’s lives but it was “a space to hold it, share it, hear it, respect it” — 
and begin to reconfigure it.   
 
The three days were conceived as proceeding according to the following broad intentions:  
 
• Day One: Connecting to the here and now 
• Day Two: Linking the past with the present 
• Day Three: Going forward with intention  
 
Within these, various activities created opportunities for testimony and witnessing, 
prompted memory, explored the shared narrative and started the design process for 
creating the artworks on tea towels. Rather than recount every activity of the workshop, my 
focus here is particularly on the processes of working through and reconnection. Working 
through took place via the dynamics of speaking and listening —testimony and witness—in 
the yarning circle. Reconnection occurred in the development of the shared narrative and 
the tea towel designs. 
The yarning circle 
A lot of time was spent in the yarning circle. There’s an area with painted logs and rocks 
around a fireplace at the back of the Ration Shed that’s called the Yarning Circle, but 
yarning circles—essentially unstructured, group discussions where people sit in a circle—
are also the basis of many workshops (see Figure 4). In the first yarning circle on Day One 
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of the workshop, the facilitator invited the women to “share the pain you are feeling at 
present: what are you holding, feeling, surviving?” 
 
A was the first to speak: 
 
I don’t know why I feel so bad, I just feel all the time that I’m not a good mum. It’s 
with me all the time. I keep things in, like a wall, I block things up and keep them 
away. I’ve been keeping it all inside but then I spoke to my son, in the jail, and I told 
him that I don’t think I’ve been a very good mother. He said I’ve been the best 
mother there could be and gave them everything. But I feel so bad, I feel like taking 
my life, the feeling won’t go away. Take all my joy from my grannies 
(grandchildren), not from my own children. 
 
M, an Elder, acknowledged A:  
 
it’s a hard enough world to live in. You can only take it one day at a time. You try to 
do the best for your family but somehow it all messes up. Sometimes, I think I love 
my grandchildren more than my own children too. 
 
A and M’s dialogue opened the way for others. They spoke of death, disability and serious 
illness in their families and the stress it caused, of their inability to fulfill the caring roles 
expected of them, their sense of failure and feelings of sadness, the exposure and 
vulnerability in a small community, where “you’re judged before you have a chance to tell 
your story”, the pain of estrangement from family members, of the fighting between 
families. The group was quiet and still, Auntie A acknowledged everyone’s bravery in 
speaking up. 
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Figure 4: A yarning circle activity, Many Threads workshop, Ration Shed Museum, 2013 
 
The next activity focused specifically on listening. The facilitator began by asking “what 
might be in the way of you sharing a painful experience with the group?” She explained 
that she has learned that “the more we put between us and our pain or conflict, the louder 
it gets. So, to give voice to our pain or make a space for conflict in a supportive 
environment, the more peaceful it gets”. Holding a clear plastic tube with coloured scarves 
in each end, she demonstrated how communication can flow or how it can get stuck. 
Listening enables communication to flow. The group split into pairs. One woman was 
asked to speak for ten minutes about something difficult that had happened to her lately. 
The other woman sat silently and listened. The facilitator asked people “to listen with their 
whole bodies”, not to ask questions, interrupt, make any comments or respond, just listen. 
At the end of ten minutes, the listeners went to the centre of the room where a set of 
“needs” cards were arranged (see Figure 5). Each card featured words that described a 
need: “to be understood”, “harmony”, “kindness”, “respect”, “physical wellbeing” and so on. 
The listeners selected words that described what they thought was important to the other 
woman in the circumstances she had described and then gave the cards to her.  
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Figure 5: Needs cards, Many Threads workshop, Ration Shed Museum, 2013 
 
In her work with Aboriginal people around violence and trauma, Atkinson (2002) uses a 
practice of listening called dadirri, which she describes as “a deep contemplative process 
of listening to one another in reciprocal relationships” (p. 15). Although it is a word from the 
language of the Ngangikurungkurr people of the Northern Territory, dandirri is a practice 
that has its equivalent in many Aboriginal groups. Quoting Miriam Rose Ungunmerr who 
was the first to explain this concept in English, “dadirri is a special quality, a unique gift of 
the Aboriginal people. It is inner deep listening and quiet, still awareness” (p. 16). This 
describes the feeling in the room once the cards were given. Later the women reported: 
“she understood”, “it felt good”, “it’s such a relief, I haven’t told anyone else about that”, “I 
felt a connection with her”.  
 
Like the yarning circle, this formalised listening activity was a process of testimony and 
witnessing. Breaking the silence about the traumatic event is widely understood as a 
foundation of testimony (Felman & Laub, 1992; Greenspan et al., 2014; Hartman, 1996; 
Herman, 1997; Langer, 1991). Remaining silent is intrinsic to the paradox of trauma, it is 
both a condition of being trapped in trauma and traumatic repetition, but also a form of 
protection for trauma survivors. According to Laub (1992): 
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speakers about trauma on some level prefer silence so as to protect themselves 
from the fear of being listened to - and of listening to themselves. That while silence 
is defeat, it serves them both as a sanctuary and as a place of bondage. Silence is 
for them a fated exile, yet also a home, a destination and a binding oath (p. 58). 
 
Although not all the speakers may have chosen to share something explicitly traumatic, 
they were asked to “speak out”, with their partner focussed on listening. For Laub, “the 
task of the listener is to be unobtrusively present … there has to be an abundance of 
holding and emotional investment in the encounter” (p. 71). This is precisely what the 
activity required of the listener; participants reported finding it difficult to listen fully, silently 
and not interrupt the speaker. The card-giving part of the activity aligns with Herman’s 
(1997) second stage of remembrance and mourning whereby, in the therapeutic setting, 
the therapist assists the patient in “a systematic review of the meaning of the event” (p. 
178). Granted, this workshop activity took place in a quite different context, with a far more 
compressed timeframe and different aims to an ongoing therapeutic relationship. Yet, in 
interpreting and feeding back what she heard from the woman who spoke, the listener 
“affirm(ed) a position of moral solidarity with the survivor” (p. 178), fulfilling the testimonial 
contract. 
 
On the second day, we talked about the experiences of Cherbourg domestic workers in 
the yarning circle. Personal accounts from autobiographies and oral histories from the 
1920s up to the 1970s were read out (Hegarty, 1999; Huggins, 1987; Huggins & Huggins, 
1994; Mok, 2005). Some of the Elders testified to their own experiences.  
 
Auntie A:  
 
I was very scared, very homesick. I prepared the food but I wasn’t allowed to eat 
with the family, it was very hurtful. I slept in a shed out the back of the house, I was 
only allowed in the house to work. I was very lonely. I also worked in the store at 
Cherbourg and one of the white officials tried to touch me, grope me. I was scared 
of getting into trouble and too scared to speak up. I ran home to tell my mother. 
Nowadays you can speak up for yourself, not then. We had to do what we were 
told. We had to be what we were told to be.  
 
Page 73 
 
 
For the women whose mothers and grandmothers had been domestic workers, these 
stories stirred a lot of emotion. They were the children left behind in the dormitories or with 
other family members, who had spent little or no time with their own mothers. More stories 
emerged; of loss, regret and abandonment, of broken relationships that never mended, of 
not knowing who your family is. The youngest women in the group were shocked to hear 
these stories. Women in their families had been domestic workers too but they may not 
have spoken about it, some young women had never even heard about Cherbourg women 
working as domestics. For others, the testimony in the yarning circle reminded them of 
stories they’d been told or overheard and photographs they’d seen. They began to link the 
older women’s testimony with their own life stories.  
 
As E reflected, 
 
when you hear from people who’ve actually been through it, I know it’s only one 
thing that happened to them but when you hear about it, you stop and realise. I’ve 
got a lot of my mother’s personal history from the department but I’ve never really 
stopped to have a good look at it and it’s only through this workshop that I went 
through it the other morning and found out a bit more about it and it’s just, you 
know, like peeling back the layers of an onion, getting to know my mother. Because 
she abandoned us and we ended up in the dormitories, she left for about five years 
and then came back. So in my life, that I can recall, I’ve only spent about seven 
years with my mother.  
 
A recounted how she discussed the memories and feelings that came up in the yarning 
circle with members of her family. She told the group: 
 
It’s been very touching being part of this project, but it’s very hurtful to think about 
these stories from the past. I walked up to the hospital, up the back to the wards to 
where my Mum worked and had a heart attack. The doctors sent her to the 
Brisbane hospital, she only lasted a night there, and she passed on with my little 
son beside her, my newborn baby. So I was really very sad. But I feel good about it 
now, I went home and shared with my children and grandchildren and I told them 
about their Nan and what I’m doing and let them know how I felt. I could see they 
understood how I felt about my Mum, how I miss her. I pointed out where the lights 
of the hospital are, where she worked and passed away from. It’s helped me to talk 
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about this stuff with my family. I keep things in, like a wall, I block things up and 
keep them away but coming to this workshop, with the yarning circle, it made me 
really open up. It’s been very good for me.  
 
Dawn Bessarab and Bridget Ng’andu (2010) have studied the different kinds of yarning 
that take place in workshops like this, identifying “social yarning, research topic yarning, 
collaborative yarning and therapeutic yarning”. Therapeutic yarning is when “traumatic or 
intensely personal or emotional” information is shared—sorry business or shame jobs is 
how this is understood at Cherbourg. They insist that this “is not a counselling yarn” but a 
dialogue where the speaker is “supported in giving voice to their story” and the listener 
affirms the story and assists in making sense of it (p. 40). These culturally specific 
understandings of yarning and dadirri echo the interchange of testimony and witnessing as 
understood by theorists of trauma, however the communal nature of the yarning circle is 
also crucial.  
 
Yarning circles operate within established ways of relating and acting within community. 
Huggins (1998) describes this as “the group cohesiveness and communal nature of 
relationships inherent in Aboriginal society: the connectedness which determines who 
actually does what, who has responsibility for what, who takes the responsibility for saying 
things to whom, who does the saying” (p. 32). In this workshop only older women spoke 
out in the yarning circle, while the younger women took on the role of witness. This is in 
part due to protocol and the respect afforded to Elders in Aboriginal society but it may also 
be because the older women are more familiar with the yarning circle and were more 
willing to let down their guard. Elders spoke of the entrenched barriers in the community, 
the hostility between families that may be generations old, disputes and quarrels, of the 
suffering these troubles cause. In enunciating the chaotic reality of multiple difficulties in 
their lives, the older women were breaking the silence around some of these very tricky 
issues, but at the same time maintaining awareness of their responsibilities as role models 
to the younger women. Here, the Elders articulated a consciously political testimony where 
they put their experiences into the context of multiple government policies that oppressed 
them and denied their humanity and selfhood. They also testified to the resilience of 
Cherbourg women of many generations. 
 
The confidentiality of the yarning circle is paramount, as agreed on the first day by the 
group, “stories stay in the circle”. With this safety guaranteed, women were prepared to 
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speak about their pain. Through the testimony and witnessing of the yarning circle, the 
group acknowledged that everybody carries pain; it is a shared experience. With trust and 
safety established, the group began to work together so new understandings of these sad 
and hard stories could be reached. It was not always an easy process. Auntie A reflected 
on the yarning circle at the end of the workshop, “to see, feel and witness the tension on 
the first day was sad but that tension turned to joy when at the end of the third day, it felt 
like we were all one big family, brought together with everything we had in common.”  
 
Reconnection – the tea towels 
In everyday life and during more conscious forms of remembering, we use narratives to 
help make sense of things, to identify causes and meanings and to select what’s important 
rather than ordinary and inconsequential. Through narrative memory people tell stories 
about the past, using the past tense, with a clear separation between past and present. In 
Paul Connerton’s (1992) terms “to remember . . . is precisely not to recall events as 
isolated, it is to become capable of forming meaningful narrative sequences” (p. 26). With 
traumatic memory, this is impossible. The memory of the experience lingers and intrudes 
in the present, causing the survivor to relive the trauma, often against their will; there is no 
division between past and present. For Herman (1992), working through is the second 
stage in recovery from trauma, where the survivor tells the story of the trauma and in 
reconstructing the traumatic memory, integrates it into their life story for the purposes of 
restoring connection with community (p. 175). In the Many Threads workshop, the shared 
narrative took on this task.  
 
The shared narrative was written by the co-ordinator and I prior to the workshop from 
discussions with Cherbourg Elders who had worked as domestics, as well as published 
autobiographies and oral histories. It was read and approved for use in the workshop by 
the Elders on the museum management committee. The narrative was therefore, a point of 
conscious curatorial intervention on the part of the museum and demonstrates the crucial 
role of mediators in the witnessing field (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009). The narrative was 
used to focus the workshop activities and shape the exhibition, in part operating to level 
the field between primary and secondary witnesses (those who had worked as domestics 
and those who hadn’t) and provide memory resources for everyone participating in the 
workshop. The Elders insisted that the narrative included varied aspects of domestic 
workers’ experiences, the difficulties as well as the achievements. Indeed, the project 
showcased the domestic skills that Cherbourg women had developed in their capacity as 
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domestic workers and acknowledged and valued these skills as crucial to family and 
community life.  
 
Various workshop activities then involved interpreting and reinterpreting the narrative and 
discussing how it would be used as the structure of the exhibition. For example, on the first 
morning, the group watched the film Back Down Mango Avenue, which Auntie A and the 
co-ordinator made in 2008.  The film was about Cherbourg Elder Auntie E and followed 
her as she travelled from Cherbourg back to Palm Island and reflected on her life in these 
two places. Auntie A and the co-ordinator explained to the group how they used the 
technique of the storyboard to plan the film and then later edited the footage into a 
narrative. They described how constructing a narrative enabled the film to convey emotion, 
which then engaged the audience.  
 
The group found the idea of the shared narrative challenging. It was difficult for some 
participants to accept that they would not be creating their own personal artwork but 
contributing to a group story about the past, rather than something about their own lives. It 
was also hard to grasp how to translate the narrative into an artwork. Group processes 
such as “speed design”, where the women worked in groups to very quickly come up with 
designs on paper, were helpful in moving from words to imagery. The group also went 
through a voting process, where individuals “pitched” for the section of the story they 
wanted to work on, which resulted in everybody taking a “chapter” to feature on their tea 
towel. The group also reworked the wording of the narrative, emphasising the aspects they 
thought were most important. By the end of day two, everyone understood the process 
better and was supportive of the idea of using the narrative as the curatorial framing of the 
project (see Figure 6). As each woman worked on her tea towel, she played with her 
chapter and made it her own using design, imagery and text.  
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Figure 6: Workshopping the narrative, Many Threads workshop, Ration Shed Museum, 2013 
 
The resulting designs fall into two categories. One can be described as illustrative, where 
the women responded directly to the narrative and illustrated it quite literally using a variety 
of artistic techniques. The second category is personal, whereby the women made a 
personal or private response to the narrative, integrating elements from their individual 
histories or those of their mothers, grandmothers, aunts and so on. Aesthetically, it is 
striking that the illustrative tea towels tend to be more resolved, with stronger composition 
conforming to conventional design principles such as symmetry, framing, balance and 
scale. In contrast, the personal tea towels are more collage-like, formed by aggregations of 
elements juxtaposed in a seemingly haphazard manner. All the personal tea towels 
incorporate photographs of the women’s family members or even themselves, as well as 
documents or other historical items. F, for example, used pieces of her grandmother’s 
petticoat as part of her design. The illustrative tea towels, however, depict what is 
happening in the narrative, most commonly using drawn or sewn elements rather than 
photographs. Both styles incorporate symbols, such as hearts, butterflies, flowers, eyes, 
tears, crosses, chains and so on. The aesthetic of many of the tea towels is demonstrably 
sentimental, drawing on tropes used in craft activities such as scrapbooking and quilting, 
which Kennedy (2011) describes as embodying “traditionally ‘feminine’ values of concern 
and care” (p. 266).  
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With very few exceptions, the illustrative tea towels are the work of the younger women, 
while the older women’s tea towels are the personal ones. On face value, this would seem 
to be because the shared narrative included some of their personal experiences. The 
aesthetics of the designs reveal however, that conveying personal experience, especially 
traumatic experience, is not so straightforward. These designs seem to capture and 
convey the nature of traumatic memory itself – fractured, fragmented, and to some degree 
elusive. The tea towels’ bricolage conveys the women’s attempt to construct some sense 
out of their memories and the experiences of their mothers and grandmothers. In trying to 
bridge time and accommodate the deep emotion that recalling the past brings, the designs 
manifest the struggle to work through traumatic memory.  
 
 
Figure 7: J’s tea towel. She chose the chapter: “We would travel to work by train. This was quite scary, we 
didn’t know where we were going and all the other passengers were white, they usually didn’t speak to us.”  
 
In the example created by J, illustrated in Figure 7, photographs of three generations of 
her family are incorporated alongside an abstracted representation of a train and 
landscape using contemporary, Aboriginal-style quilting fabrics as well as shop-bought 
motifs. Her design depicts aspects of her family members’ personal stories, but also 
expresses a desire to transcend this history and imagine her family liberated from it, as 
she explains: 
 
I thought about my grandmother, she’s the centre of it all, for my mother to be born 
and all that. This one here shows when Mum jumped on the train. She didn’t talk 
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much about it but she told us she dressed up as a man and ran away, jumped the 
train and ended up in Goondiwindi. I thought the best thing I could do was to tell the 
story of Nan and my mother as a time of Stolen Generation. My grandmother was 
sent out to work and lost her children. So the hearts stand for love and the 
butterflies stand for freedom, the hills stand for the spirit world, which they can 
breathe through.  
 
For many of the older woman, sewing itself brought back memories and was therapeutic, “I 
haven’t held a needle like this for fifty-two years. It feels great, reminds me of when I was 
young, when we are at domestic science.” This particular woman used her embroidery 
skills to add meaning to her design: 
 
The chain stitch is to represent the chains of government policy, you know. That 
they had to go out to work. It’s related to my mum, ‘cause right from the word go 
she was made to go out to work, ever since she grew up. She was made to go out 
to work as soon as she was able. It was just more or less, the chains of government 
policy. I’m listing all the places that my mum worked. That’s my design, what I’ll try 
to do, if I can get the little footprints then I’ll follow her journey with them … with the 
running stitches, I started out with the brown, that’s the colour for Jimbour station 
and then she goes onto Kilkivan and then back to Cherbourg, with the different 
coloured threads to show how she moved around. Just to make it more distinct, so 
people could see where she went. 
 
The personal tea towels achieve resolution to varying extents, but all of them convey some 
degree of narrative integration as personal memories interact with the shared narrative to 
powerfully convey the historical experience of domestic workers.  
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Figure 8: An illustrative tea towel design addressing the first “chapter” in the narrative: “Many of us were 
taken away from our mums and sent to live in the Girls’ Dormitory. Our mothers lived next door in the 
Mother’s Quarters.” 
 
 
Figure 9: An illustrative tea towel design addressing the chapter in the narrative: “The conditions were rough, 
we usually slept outside in a shed, separate from everyone. At night we were often scared and we would 
shove furniture against the door to stop anyone coming in.” 
 
In contrast, the illustrative tea towels show an ability to harness narrative memory and 
interpret the shared narrative realistically, as shown in Figures 8 and 9. An exception to 
this is worth noting however. One young woman, J, chose one of the most difficult parts of 
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the narrative: “Sometimes really bad things happened to us. We were raped and abused; 
some of us fell pregnant and were sent back to Cherbourg to have our babies.” During the 
workshop she was very keen to tackle this theme and painted the tea towel, depicting a 
woman’s legs while sitting semi-upright giving birth, from the perspective of the women 
herself, that is, through her legs. She then printed photographs from the museum archive 
of young Cherbourg women with their babies in the 1940s and 50s on to fabric and 
planned to stitch these over the painting. Despite the efforts of the co-ordinator, J did not 
return to the Many Threads group and finish her tea towel in subsequent weeks. She later 
confided that she had recently been assaulted and although she found the workshop 
helpful and even spoke about her experience in the listening activity, she did not feel 
emotionally strong enough to carry on with the tea towel. This highlights the complexities 
and sensitivities of working with traumatised people and the fragility of the testimonial 
exchange. While therapeutic benefits may come from the processes of testimony and 
witnessing, there is also the distinct possibility that participants may be re-traumatised.  
 
Overall, the illustrative designs show a great deal of sensitivity and imagination as the 
younger women translated the Elders’ testimony and shared narrative into resolved 
artworks. Some transformed the narrative too, giving it new meanings. C chose the final 
chapter, for example, and interpreted the statement; “our message to other women who 
have suffered is to work with your pain, find your strength and support each other by 
coming together with other strong women”. Her tea-towel design used the symbol of the 
desert rose and incorporated the following text:  
 
A common misconception of the desert rose is that they don’t need much water or 
attention to survive. They are very tough plants but they are surprisingly sensitive to 
just how much water they do get. Too much water and they will rot; not enough 
water and they will stress and drop their flowers.  
Internet  
 
... and just like us ‘Aboriginal women’, sometimes our family and friends think that 
because of our outside appearance we too are not in need of a little love and 
attention, but in reality we do need a little of both. As a grandmother, mother, aunty, 
daughter or sister ... we really do want to feel loved, appreciated and respected. So 
I feel that if something this beautiful can survive the extreme elements of the desert 
and still produce such a lovely flower then I truly believe that we ... as descendants 
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of our ancestors who survived all kinds of atrocities for many, many years ... are all 
lovely little “desert rose buds” that will someday blossom into kind caring human 
beings instead of being angry and bitter at the world.  
 
 
Figure 10: C and her tea towel 
 
Her interpretation uses the metaphor of the desert rose, not just in text, but through an 
appliqued, abstract depiction of the flower in rich earthy tones (Figure 10), to make a 
personal address to other Cherbourg women: we want to be loved and acknowledged, we 
can stop being bitter, we are strong just as our ancestors were strong, we are in charge of 
our own futures. As one of the most resolved and conceptually integrated designs, C’s tea 
towel provided a powerful coda to the exhibition and as such, disrupted and reinterpreted 
the curatorial framework established by the shared narrative. By shifting to a more 
personal register and directly addressing other Cherbourg women, C moved the narrative 
out of the historical realm and into the present. Similarly, Auntie A, chose the other half of 
the concluding statement of the shared narrative: “We love yarning with the younger ones 
and teaching them our skills, history and family stories” and translated this into a statement 
that expresses her commitment to the museum and its memory work: 
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My tea towel shows a “fire” which evokes memories for me of the old yarns, which 
contained stories of healing, camping, cooking, values and culture. As children, the 
warmth and sparks from those flames had us captivated. That “fire” still burns within 
me today and I am driven to pass on the knowledge I acquired from listening to our 
great teachers – the Elders. The Tea towel is symbolic of my wish to see the 
memories of our Elders forever honoured and acknowledged.  
 
These examples show how the women adapted and interpreted the shared narrative to 
address life in the community today, as well as personal and shared hopes for the future. 
Others used their design to attend to the past, particularly unresolved feelings and 
relationships.  
 
 
Figure 11: E’s tea towel 
 
E for example, created a memorial to her mother, with whom she had a complicated and 
distant relationship and paid tribute to what she achieved in her working life (Figure 11). 
Her tea towel utilised traditional commemorative design elements such as a central, 
cameo-shaped image of her mother as a young woman flanked by text, screen-printed in 
formal cursive lettering, outlining her employment history. As a result of the workshop, E 
had brought out her parents’ personal files and read them, as she explained:  
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the letter I found, I only come across it the other day. Well I knew it was there but I 
never really took the time to read it, I just read it the other morning before I brought 
it down here. It just goes to show how hard they really worked, and she would have 
only been about 16 when she wrote that letter. 
 
Many of the women worked on their tea towels over several months. Sewing takes time 
and in taking this time – working with fabrics, using patchwork and applique, screen-
printing, stitching by hand and machine and applying decorative touches – they continued 
to yarn in informal ways. Memories were shared and other personal narratives started to 
emerge as individuals integrated their own and their family’s history into the larger history 
of domestic service and living under the Act in Queensland.  
 
Creating the artworks thus provided the women with the means to link past and present 
into the future, both on an individual and shared basis. By providing a safe space for self 
and communal expression and the material means for such expression, the project 
countered, to some degree, the effects of trauma in individual lives. The women expressed 
great pleasure in sewing, being creative and spending time together; the group 
atmosphere was warm and supportive with much laughing. As R, the youngest participant, 
said, “I got so much support during this workshop, it was just so nice. It was really funny 
how much the Elders laugh!” In providing feedback about the project, the majority of 
participants identified the yarning circle as the activity they enjoyed the most: “feeling safe 
in telling my story both vocally and artistically”, “listening to the Elders stories … soul 
cleansing” and “being able to express my feelings and know the support that is there for 
you”. 
 
Through the creative process, the women also recast themselves, not as casualties of 
history, but as active agents in the present. Creating the artworks—the reconnection 
phase of the workshop—enabled the women to give a shape to the past, place themselves 
and their families within it and recompose a sense of self and community that so easily 
becomes lost in the chaos of everyday and intergenerational trauma. L reflected on it this 
way: 
 
I think it’s a really good opportunity for the young people to learn about what our 
older women went through when they were young, being sent out to work, the way 
they were treated. I knew a bit about it, it was part of life for women in my family. I 
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think it was really sad how they were treated and the life they had to live. I don’t 
think many of the younger generation know about this story. It teaches us respect 
for what our old people went through. I like the sewing and art because we get to 
incorporate our story into craft. Mine is about some of the girls getting abused when 
they were at work and some even falling pregnant, coming back to Cherbourg and 
having their babies and then going out to work. I’ve chosen the hardest story. I have 
a soft spot for women who have gone through this sort of thing, I’m paying tribute to 
them.  
Drawing threads together 
Oral historian Sean Field (2006) argues that the idea that these kinds of processes can 
heal trauma survivors is a “fantasy”, preferring instead the designation “regeneration” (p. 
39). Regeneration refers to the ways that working with memory involves people in efforts 
to “emotionally revitalise and recreate their 'ordinary’ lives”. It creates opportunities for 
people with shared memories to make meaningful connections with each other, overcome 
isolation and enmity, form new relationships and importantly, create new versions of 
history to share with others. Field concludes that “there is neither healing nor redemption 
in regeneration, only possibilities for improved living” (p. 41). In Cherbourg, “improved 
living” is a radical, even liberationary, prospect. For a community that has been 
systematically oppressed and that continues to experience extreme levels of stress and 
deprivation, to take charge of processes that promote resilience and speak to a future that 
is hopeful has profound effects.  
 
Nor can the benefits of creating a safe space for self and community expression be 
underestimated. As C said, “it was not quite what I expected. I thought it would be full-on 
sewing but it’s been spiritual and emotional as well, talking about the history”, and her 
sister E added, “it was cleansing”. Beyond the benefits to individuals, the exhibition project 
also demonstrates the political capacity of memory work. Narratives of trauma draw 
attention to oppression and call for recognition and solidarity. The Many Threads exhibition 
brings hidden and silenced pasts into the public realm, producing a changed 
consciousness about the past on the part of both the participants in the project and the 
audiences who view the exhibition (this is explored further in Chapter Six). Not only does 
the exhibition confront and contradict enduring and restrictive tropes about Aboriginal 
people in Australian history but it enabled the group of Cherbourg women to shape their 
own narratives of resistance, strength, creativity and ultimately, survival.  
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Chapter Four: Remembering Goodna 
In her final book Regarding the Pain of Others Susan Sontag (2003, p. 82) asks in relation 
to an exhibition of historical photographs of African-American victims of lynching: 
 
What is the point of exhibiting these pictures? To awaken indignation? To make us 
feel ‘bad’; that is, to appall and sadden? To help us mourn? Is looking at such 
pictures really necessary, given that these horrors lie in a past remote enough to be 
beyond punishment? Are we the better for seeing these images? Do they really 
teach us anything? Don’t they just confirm what we already know (or want to 
know)?  
 
These questions about encountering the visual culture of trauma frame this chapter, which 
examines the exhibition Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital 
presented at the Museum of Brisbane in 2007-08. The chapter looks at how trauma is 
represented in the exhibition, specifically the use of video testimony. Video testimony—
filmed interviews with people recounting personally remembered versions of the past—is 
widely recognised as originating in Holocaust memorial culture (A. Brown, 2009; Hartman, 
2006; Langer, 1991; Shenker, 2015; Stier, 2003). In this chapter, however, I am looking at 
how the genre has become a way that contemporary museums convey the embodied 
memory of survivors of other traumatic histories, in this case, people who lived and worked 
at a large 20th century mental hospital in Queensland. When video testimony appears in 
exhibitions, personal trauma becomes public memory. This chapter, like Sontag, asks of 
this transformation: how, why and with what effects?  
Making madness visible 
Despite being an intensely personal, even solitary, experience, madness8 is also a social 
issue, involving questions of justice and human rights. The history of the treatment of 
mental illness and the experience of institutionalisation in particular, is marked by 
                                               
8 The term madness is used here in support of its reclamation by people who reject the medical model of 
disability. According to Brenda Le Francois, Robert Menzies and Geoffrey Reaume (2013, p. 10), “once a 
reviled term that signalled the worst kinds of bigotry and abuse, madness has come to represent a critical 
alternative to “mental illness” or “disorder” as a way of naming and responding to emotional, spiritual, and 
neuro-diversity”. In this chapter, however, I also use medicalised and everyday terminology as it reflects the 
language used in the Remembering Goodna project.  
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suffering, powerlessness, social isolation, disadvantage and systemic maltreatment. 
Indeed, many former patients identify both as “victims” and “survivors” of the mental health 
system and most have experienced explicitly traumatic events, including sexual assault, 
abuse, violence and psychiatric treatments that were intrusive, highly experimental and 
often against their will. Yet, the traumatising practices of psychiatric institutions have 
received little public attention, including in museums. It is a history that is both hidden and 
suppressed. 
 
Apart from a minor presence in medical museums, which tend to be small, volunteer-run 
and consequently marginal, or operated by universities or hospitals and specialised in 
nature, the history of the treatment and lived experience of mental illness is a topic 
neglected by most Australian museums and collecting institutions. This is not limited to 
Australia as MacKinnon and Coleborne (2011) point out from an international standpoint 
“no study has examined the numerous and extensive practices of psychiatric collections, 
or the material histories of the many individuals, both patients and staff, who lived and 
worked in these institutions”. The medical context is itself problematic when we listen to 
people who have experienced madness and institutionalisation. From the 1960s onwards, 
people with disabilities (of both body and mind) began to reject the medicalisation of 
disability. They argued that disability is a social rather than medical problem and fought to 
resist the control over their lives exercised by medicine, including psychiatry and the other 
“psy sciences” and discourses. This critique coalesced around what has become known as 
the social model of disability. Leading proponent Michael Oliver (2009) explains that the 
starting point of the social model was the publication of the Fundamental Principles of 
Disability by the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation in 1976, which 
stated in part: 
 
In our view, it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is 
something imposed on top of our impairments by the way we are unnecessarily 
isolated and excluded from full participation in society … we define disability as the 
disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social organisation 
which takes little or no account of people who have physical impairments and thus 
excludes them from participation in the mainstream of social activities. Physical 
disability is therefore a particular form of social oppression (p. 42). 
 
Page 88 
 
 
With the social model of disability, meaningful solutions to prejudice and disadvantage are 
to be found in social change rather than individual recovery or adjustment (Barnes, 1999). 
Hence, the ways that people with disabilities are represented is a critical issue in the 
disability rights movement, with recognition that representations operate to either reinforce 
prejudice and stereotypes or alternatively, promote equity and respect. In the museum 
context, this recognition echoes Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s (2000) argument that culture is 
constitutive: 
 
Culture is frequently conceived as reflective. However, this is less accurate than the 
idea of culture as constitutive. Cultural symbols have the power to shape cultural 
identities at both individual and social levels; to mobilise emotions, perceptions and 
values; to influence the way we feel and think. In this sense, culture is generative, 
constructivist (p. 13). 
 
Museums have a role to play, therefore, in presenting and shaping what Dodd, Jones, 
Jolly & Sandell (2010) call “socially purposeful” representations of the lived experience of 
mental illness. Professor Peter Beresford (2007 [1998]) argued for the establishment of a 
survivor-controlled museum as early as 1998:  
 
Such institutions are the embodiment of both the failure and the cruelty of the 
medical model of madness. Reclaiming one as a home for our history gives us an 
opportunity to tell our truths—to show how badly psychiatry failed, and to ensure 
that there can be no going back.  
 
As an exhibition in a mainstream museum that attempted to bring the material 
circumstances and personal experience of madness and institutionalisation to a broad 
public audience, Remembering Goodna was therefore long overdue, yet the exhibition 
was one of the first to be presented at a city or state museum in Australia. 
“A memory of what it used to be” 
Remembering Goodna presented the complex history of Queensland’s oldest, largest and 
longest-operating mental hospital, situated on an isolated site at Goodna on the Brisbane 
River, halfway between the cities of Brisbane and Ipswich. This colonial asylum was one of 
the very first public institutions established by the newly self-governing colony of 
Queensland. Its history charts changing ideas about the treatment of mental illness over 
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the past two centuries. Founded in 1865 as Woogaroo Lunatic Asylum, the institution has 
been known by a succession of names. In the late nineteenth century, it was called 
Goodna Hospital for the Insane, then Mental Hospital Goodna, then Brisbane Special 
Hospital, then Wolston Park Hospital, and now, The Park Centre for Mental Health, each 
name reflecting the constant desire to escape the stigma associated with madness. In the 
exhibition, the place was referred to simply as “Goodna”, which is how it was known in 
Queensland for many years – local idiom for asylum, used pejoratively as a schoolyard 
taunt. Its name changes also track its institutional history, from a primitive colonial asylum, 
through moral therapy, mental hygiene and then a long period of de-institutionalisation 
from the post-war period to today. 
 
Patients came to Goodna from all over Queensland and their numbers increased rapidly 
during the life of the institution, with more than 50,000 people admitted over its duration. 
By the mid-1950s, Goodna was the largest single mental hospital in Australia, with over 
2,500 residents (on a daily average) and a staff of nearly 800 (Stoller, 1955). Like many 
such institutions, Goodna was a self-contained world, with an interdependent relationship 
to the nearby village (later, suburb) of Goodna where most of the staff lived. In many 
instances, the hospital was the place of employment for generations of the same family. 
The hospital farm produced food, the powerhouse generated electricity and an extensive 
staff of tradespeople built and maintained the site. Strikingly, the hospital site was also the 
product of the labour of its inmates. Patients worked in all areas of the hospital’s 
operations, their labour gradually coming to an end in the post-war years due to the 
activism of trade unions, the development of psychotherapeutic drugs, the introduction of 
pensions and the steady onset of de-institutionalisation. 
 
The hospital’s physical form was largely shaped during the period 1909 to 1937, under the 
directorship of English-trained psychiatrist, H. Byam Ellerton, a proponent of “moral 
therapy” who oversaw a building boom and major development of the site (Figure 12). 
There was a utopian dimension to Ellerton’s vision. The grounds transformed into gardens 
and meal times became opportunities for the social improvement and rehabilitation of 
patients in dining rooms resembling Edwardian tea-rooms, with small tables in place of 
benches and mess tables, pictures on the wall and potted palms. Yet for all this, the 
institution was over-crowded, short of qualified staff and lacked adequate Government 
funding or interest. A patient who was not released within a year of admission had a high 
likelihood of staying many years, perhaps the rest of their life, short or long as that might 
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be (Finnane, 2008). For much of the hospital’s history, the institutionalisation of people 
with mental illness was an efficient system of segregation, control and regulation with an 
emphasis on confinement rather than treatment.  
 
 
Figure 12: Goodna hospital in the 1930s, showing buildings constructed during Dr Ellerton’s period as 
superintendent. 
 
With the worldwide move to de-institutionalisation, Goodna’s population fell rapidly from 
the 1970s although as late as 1990 it remained one of the largest psychiatric facilities in 
Australia (Burdekin, 1993). Over ten years, reforms determined by the National Mental 
Health Policy were implemented and the hospital formally closed in 2001, to be succeeded 
on site by The Park Centre for Mental Health. The Park provides a more diverse range of 
mental health services, including research and education, as well as extended in-patient 
care, albeit for a much smaller number of people (no more than 190). There is also a high 
security, forensic facility on the site.  
  
As one former patient described it in the exhibition, the place “is a memory of what it used 
to be”. Buildings other than those with heritage significance have been demolished, but 
many remain empty, becoming increasingly derelict and forlorn. New buildings reflect 
current thinking. Patients live in small group homes or individual units, doing their own 
cooking, cleaning and washing. The institution retains its power and prominent position in 
the public imagination, however. Many Queenslanders who live with mental health 
difficulties today were among the hundreds of patients confined there in the past. Others 
have recovered, but their time at Goodna continues to resonate, as it does for their friends 
and family members. 
Starting points 
The exhibition had its origins in a 2001 research project led by an academic historian at 
Griffith University and funded by the Australian Research Council (ARC), which 
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subsequently evolved as a partnership between the university, Museum of Brisbane and 
The Park Centre for Mental Health. The historian approached the museum about an 
exhibition in 2003 as publishers had advised him that there was “no prospect” for the 
publication of a book about a mental hospital in Queensland. The museum agreed and 
secured a place for the exhibition in its program. Museum of Brisbane (operated by the 
local government authority, Brisbane City Council) had only recently opened. A proponent 
of “critical museology” (Shelton, 2013), it had a strong commitment to community 
engagement and presenting multiple perspectives in its exhibitions. Its changing program 
encompassed social history and visual arts exhibitions exploring the city’s history and 
contemporary cultures so the proposed exhibition was considered a “natural fit”. The 
museum director later reflected that the exhibition was conceived as an opportunity to use 
the history of the hospital to reflect on mental health as an important contemporary social 
issue. 
 
Work started on the exhibition at the beginning of 2007 and it opened to the public in early 
November of that year. The museum established an inter-disciplinary curatorium to shape 
and guide the exhibition, which included the historian, medical staff, the consumer 
advocate from the hospital, a community development worker and an arts worker (who 
was also a former psychiatric nurse) together with museum staff (Curator, Assistant 
Curator and Project Manager). I was the curator on this project and so was involved in all 
aspects of the exhibition. In undertaking this research some seven years after the 
exhibition was held, I have used autoethnographic and reflexive ethnographic methods 
such as interviews, along with analysis of the exhibition content, to interrogate the key 
questions of the thesis. My close involvement in the exhibition enables a detailed, “insider” 
elaboration of the processes of the exhibition’s production, while my present distance and 
academic positioning facilitates a more critical analysis. It is striking (and questionable) to 
me now, for example, that the curatorium did not include a former patient of the hospital, or 
somebody who experiences mental distress—a “consumer” in the terminology currently 
favoured by the health system.  
 
Autoethnographic methods are particularly suitable for trying to understand a project that 
necessitated forming close, emotional relationships with community participants and 
working with them to present their traumatic experiences to the public. According to 
Adams, Jones and Ellis (2014) autoethnography: 
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• Uses a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique cultural 
beliefs, practices, and experiences;  
• Acknowledges and values a researcher’s relationships with others; 
• Uses deep and careful self-reflection to name and interrogate the 
intersections between self and society, the particular and the general, the 
personal and the political. (pp. 1-2) 
 
This is in no way a straightforward process. I continue to think and feel deeply about the 
position from which I speak and write about mental health; as well as undertake research, 
speak to and ask questions of others whose experience I sought to represent in the 
exhibition and rely on for my research. One starting point is the history and experience of 
mental illness within my own family. Another was a consultancy job in 2003 where I 
researched and wrote the entry in the Queensland Heritage Register, accounting for the 
hospital’s “cultural heritage significance”, all without meeting or speaking to anyone that 
ever lived or worked there. This highlights the formal, formulaic and legal processes of 
history-making that characterises the heritage field, of which I have also been a part. So, 
while I came to the project with both objective knowledge about the history of the place 
and personal experience of mental illness, I perceived the exhibition development as a 
process of extenuated listening and learning. The fact remained, however, that I was paid 
to work on the exhibition, with the institutional imprimatur of the museum backing me and I 
returned each night to a comfortable home and supportive family. This is a profound 
circumstantial and power differential between some of the people involved in the project 
and me. Nonetheless, working with the curatorium gave the project a broader base in 
terms of personal and professional standpoints and networks than an exhibition led by a 
single curator. 
 
Early on, the curatorium made a commitment to the principle of “nothing about us, without 
us”, a fundamental tenet of the disability rights movement brought to the group’s attention 
by the arts worker.9 This was taken to mean that the exhibition could not use or perpetuate 
paternalistic, disabling methods of representation or language and we needed to provide 
opportunities for community participants to “speak for themselves”, as we expressed it at 
the time. The arts worker later reflected that he was very conscious of what other 
members of the curatorium were “willing and able to hear” and pitched his contribution 
                                               
9 This slogan came into use by disability activists in the 1990s; while its origins are unclear, it is the title of a 
book by James Charlton published by the University of California Press in 1998. 
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accordingly. Specifically, the curatorium was committed to bringing the stories of former 
staff and patients together and he thought there was a degree of naivety about the 
consequences of doing this. He stated in a later interview “the gravity of the consumer 
story – not everyone gets it, until you really empathise with consumers and hear their 
experiences. Victims and perpetrators: this dichotomy stands from the survivors’ 
perspective.” Nevertheless, he believed that the opportunity the exhibition provided 
outweighed the risks: “survivors really had a story to tell and they rarely had a chance to 
tell it.” Despite his grounding in an arts practice that radically challenged audiences to 
examine their attitudes to disability and madness, he understood that Remembering 
Goodna was taking place in a specific institutional context, that of a partnership between 
the museum and the hospital, which inevitably informed the direction of the project. He 
perceived that his role, in part, was to expose members of the curatorium to ideas that 
could be accommodated within this context but were also possibly new and/or disruptive. 
  
In April 2007, the “broad aims and values” of the exhibition as determined by the 
curatorium (Museum of Brisbane, 2007a) were stated in the Content Outline document as: 
 
• To understand mental illness as a widely-shared experience by exploring the 
perceptions and myths about mental illness and mental hospitals; 
• To use the experiences and voices of patients to develop empathy in visitors to the 
exhibition; 
• To acknowledge the complexity of mental illness – and its history of care, treatment 
and control; 
• To create an experience of the institution as a place – the qualities of the landscape 
and buildings, relationship to Goodna village, the hospital as a workplace, visiting 
the hospital and so on. 
 
These statements demonstrate that the exhibition was consciously intended as advocacy 
around the issue of mental health with the museum purposefully taking on a role as an 
agent of social change to counter the stigma of mental illness. It also had the clear aim of 
eliciting empathy. A month later in a curatorial presentation to the staff of the museum 
(Museum of Brisbane, 2007b) these aims had been refined into the following exhibition 
strategies: 
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• The exhibition will begin with contemporary accounts of living with mental illness to 
reinforce the point that this is an on-going story 
• The period of time within living memory (roughly post WWII) will be presented using 
first-person accounts by patients, families and staff – “Nothing about us, without us!” 
• The history will be presented thematically rather than chronologically to highlight the 
over-arching theme of constant change 
• In response to the complexity of the subject matter, the exhibition will be evocative 
and suggestive rather than comprehensive – emotional rather than analytical.  
 
The curatorium had clearly moved towards an approach that distinguished between, but 
utilised, both memory and history. This is apparent too in the decision at this time to 
change the exhibition’s sub-title from “a history of Wolston Park hospital” to “stories from a 
Queensland mental hospital”, reflecting discussions that the exhibition would present 
diverse viewpoints rather than a definitive version of the hospital’s past. A strong 
foundation of historical research, interpretation and evidence was available from the earlier 
research project and so, in keeping with Museum of Brisbane’s working methods at the 
time, the curatorial work focused on collaborating with people who had lived experience of 
the hospital to share their memories and stories in the exhibition. A key decision of the 
group was to use video as the primary medium for doing this. 
 
Unlike most museums, Museum of Brisbane does not have a substantial collection of 
historical artefacts and instead used a process referred to as “community collections”.10 It 
is based on the premise that history is to be found throughout the city, not just in 
institutions and formal collections, and that the stories and objects of everyday people are 
vitally important to the history of the city. More than just an ad hoc adjunct to exhibitions, 
community collections was an institutional ethos and was at the heart of all social history 
projects at the museum at the time. Items in a community collection may be material 
objects, but were also understood to be stories, ideas and experiences, with or without any 
tangible evidence. As such, this practice encompassed working with both collective and 
individual memory in multiple forms, although we did not use such terminology at the time.  
 
There was also quite a pragmatic reason for using community collections—there was little 
surviving material culture of this hospital. The artifacts that existed were a motley bunch, 
                                               
10 The museum’s first curator Louise Denoon was responsible for introducing and consolidating this 
approach, with the support of inaugural director Alice-Anne Boylan. 
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haphazardly saved and hoarded by staff and patients and without any documentation. The 
hospital has an archive of medical records and patient casebooks; however, these records 
are not open to the public and access by researchers is strictly vetted; the exhibition team 
were not allowed to view them despite making a formal application for ethical clearance. A 
broader archive was found in other local collections, such as the records of the Curator in 
Insanity, later Public Curator, at the Queensland State Archives, as well as government 
publications, correspondence and a small number of photographic collections, produced 
mostly for Annual Reports. The experiences and voices of people who had lived and 
worked at the hospital were however, notably absent from these collections. 
 
The community collections approach led to the identification of new collections and 
previously unknown content. It also invigorated these existing collections as people who 
had memories of the hospital could provide first-hand knowledge associated with the 
material. Take the three huge aluminium teapots found in a basement at the hospital. On 
first sight, they immediately conveyed life in an institution and the logistics of catering for 
large numbers of people. Then a staff member told us that the tea was known as 
“Woogaroo brew” and that it came to the wards in these teapots with milk and sugar 
already mixed in, capturing an even more powerful sense of institutional life. With this 
story, the denial of choice, the level of control over daily life and the disabling effects of 
never actually pouring a drink for yourself could be expressed in the exhibition.  
 
The community collections approach is an open-ended, instinctive sort of process, what 
Susan Pearce (1995, p. 396) calls a “messy, chancy, exciting place” in her typology of 
systems of collecting. As Kavanagh (2002) recognises about this kind of work: 
  
Memory is the pivot of the personal … Intellectualising and problematising, however 
important, are simply not sufficient in themselves. They need to be accompanied by 
a kind of emotional literacy, an ability to work sensitively and astutely with the 
thoughts and feelings of others (p. 111). 
 
Referring to the shift away from “object-centred to people-centred ways of working” in 
museums in the 1990s, she observes that it “has been pragmatic and little prepared for; at 
times it is highly precarious, at others it results in major breakthroughs and radical shifts in 
museum practice” (p. 111). This resonates with the fluid, responsive and largely 
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undocumented approach taken to the video project in Remembering Goodna, which I now 
turn to in detail.  
Unveiling difficult pasts 
Unlike the Holocaust video testimony projects examined so effectively by Noah Shenker 
(2015) which took years, were intensively planned and had every stage and decision 
documented in memorandums, project briefings, correspondence, evaluations and so on, 
the Remembering Goodna video project did not even have a written brief. While it did have 
a budget and deadline, in all other respects this was remarkably flexible project that 
happened very quickly. It was largely motivated by the team’s aspiration to work 
collaboratively with a broad range of participants and support their emotional needs in 
telling their stories. Every member of the curatorium played a part in finding people to 
participate. It was however, the community worker and the psychiatric nurse who had 
conducted oral history interviews for the ARC research project who undertook most the 
interviews, with the consumer advocate and I doing a small number of interviews each. 
The interviews themselves were part of a more extensive process of forming relationships, 
establishing trust and creating safe circumstances for “permitted and supported 
remembering” (Kavanagh, 2002, p. 118) by people who’d lived and worked at the hospital. 
Prior to filming, we explored with people what they wanted and what they didn’t want to 
talk about, helped them prepare themselves, emotionally and practically, for the interview 
and then supported them afterwards—on the day of the interview and in the days, weeks 
and even months later when the exhibition opened.  
 
Finding participants was difficult, especially people who’d been patients at the hospital. We 
linked into networks of consumer groups and advocates to help us contact former patients 
and their families who were given the choice to participate freely or not. Many individuals 
and groups rejected the invitation to take part because their stories were too painful to tell 
and/or they did not want to be re-traumatised by revisiting the past. While this was a real 
and acknowledged risk of the exhibition, we had hoped that by going through these 
networks, those who agreed to be involved were already equipped with some coping 
strategies or had personal support structures in place so they were able to share their 
story. Indeed, several people were involved in advocacy around mental health and 
systemic change and recognised the potential of the exhibition for activism. Of the eight 
former and present patients who eventually took part in the video project, three were 
directly motivated by the opportunity to advocate for justice and recognition. These were 
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women who had been sent to the hospital as minors while wards of the state. They were 
involved in a long-standing battle with multiple government authorities to recognise the 
illegality and the long-standing, negative consequences of what had happened to them. 
 
One mental health advocacy organisation was hostile towards the exhibition due to the 
decision to feature staff and patient stories side by side in the exhibition. This highlights 
how, at the point of approaching potential participants, we had to be totally clear about the 
approach to the exhibition and its aims, and discuss participants’ expectations with them, 
as directly and honestly as possible. On-going communication and negotiation was 
essential to ensure participants were prepared, as far as is possible, for the personal and 
public consequences that might emerge from the unveiling of these difficult pasts, and to 
be comfortable with what they would share on screen. 
 
We also had to make decisions that some people should not take part in the video project. 
Some former patients were living in circumstances that made their involvement risky. They 
were living in hostels, for example, “mini institutions” where they had little autonomy and 
were without adequate support. For others, their illness or the long-term effects of 
medication made it difficult for them to remember, speak clearly or piece a story together. 
Some people doubted that they had anything of value to contribute. As one woman said to 
the community worker and me, “you seem like very nice people and I’d love to help you 
but who wants to know about my life, it’s just been so sad.” These were tough decisions to 
make and demonstrate how the curatorial process involves ethical and aesthetic choices 
that may be at variance with the museum’s intention to work with community members as 
equal partners. Another way to look at this is to invoke the dynamics of the witnessing field 
(Ashuri and Pinchevski, 2009), and to recognise that as mediators, the museum team 
maintained the power to decide who could give testimony, whose story was worth telling. 
 
Participation by former staff members raised other dilemmas. Working at the hospital 
produced a strong collective identity among the staff that continued into retirement with 
regular reunions. Built around camaraderie and support at work, this group identity meant 
that few people found it possible to depart from well-worn narratives about their time 
working at the hospital. As the consumer advocate put it, “the hospital was a positive place 
for them, it was a community. The bad side of this meant that they stuck together and 
wouldn’t speak out about abuse.” The hospital’s strict hierarchies reinforced these 
difficulties in speaking out. Many former staff members were defensive, they felt that their 
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work was not well understood, either by acquaintances, the wider public and even their 
families. For many, the exhibition was their first opportunity to speak openly about their 
experiences. Some described the high levels of stress of working at the hospital and how 
they were unable to talk about these experiences with anyone, even when these were 
unambiguously traumatic. As one woman explained in her interview: 
  
I was 18 or 19 when that happened, those kinds of things. I just never ever will get 
those kinds of images out of my head … You didn't talk about those things to 
anybody, not the group of nurses that you were with, not your supervisors. It was 
such a closed environment … I wasn't game to talk about those kinds of things to 
anybody. 
 
Current staff members and patients of the hospital were also invited to participate in the 
exhibition. The museum made a public call-out through the media, local historical societies 
and libraries to locate other potential participants, objects or collections. People were also 
found closer to home. A museum staff member came from a family where multiple 
generations had worked at the hospital. Her two great aunts had lived at the hospital as 
children and had strong memories and personal material dating back to the 1890s; their 
involvement brought a unique angle to the exhibition. In the end, 27 individuals, including 
patients, doctors, administrators, nurses, allied health workers, family members and 
mental health advocates, were interviewed, creating over 30 hours of footage. Staff 
members of the hospital, past and present, were the dominant group of interviewees. The 
footage was presented as four separate videos, each twenty minutes long, which were 
located throughout the exhibition according to its thematic arrangement.  
The exhibition 
The largest physical space of Remembering Goodna was given to a series of themes, with 
content organised around: “Going up the line”; Fences, locks and doors; Opening doors; 
Labels; Birth, death and trauma; Speaking Up; Working lives; Filling the days; Breaking the 
routine and Beyond Goodna (Figure 13). Diverse material from across the institution’s 150-
year history was brought together in these themes, alongside the videos. The content was 
not presented on integrated panels; instead each item was displayed as a separate, 
individual object that was then grouped with others in thematic “clusters” on the wall. 
Historical items such as letters, official documents, maps and photographs were 
individually reproduced, while personal information, such as memoirs and poems, was 
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presented as pages in a journal, signaling to visitors that this was a first-person (or 
testimonial) account. Artefacts were also arranged separately and thematically, placed on 
and suspended above plinths and accompanied by images and documents alongside 
personal stories and memories, again presented as journal pages (Figures 14 and 15). 
This design approach captures both history and memory and allowed multiple 
perspectives to be presented, including fragmented and incomplete material. In working 
with personally remembered stories and memories, it was often the case that these 
conflicted. In the thematic clusters, they were simply placed side by side, allowing gaps 
and contradictions to have a place. The overall effect of this approach is that each 
individual piece of “content” mutually reinforces and authenticates the others; testimony 
doesn’t stand alone but is embedded in a mise-en-scène that gives it authority and 
legitimacy. 
 
 
Figure 13: Thematic area, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, Museum of 
Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
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Figure 14: Artefact display, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, Museum of 
Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
 
Figure 15: Detail showing journal pages conveying first-person narratives, Remembering Goodna: stories 
from a Queensland mental hospital, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
The theme Beyond Goodna was located in a semi-separate space we called the “living 
room” (Figure 16). Adapted from the idea of a “chill out room”, which is common in the 
mental health field, the living room was furnished with sofas, coffee table and rug and a 
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conscious attempt was made to create a domestic (as opposed to institutional) feel. Here, 
visitors could take time to reflect. It was also where contemporary stories were located. 
Personal journals were exhibited and take-home cards were printed that encouraged 
visitors to keep a journal themselves (Figure 17). Audio stories contributed by a local radio 
producer and made collaboratively with people who currently use mental health services 
were available for listening to on iPods. It was also the location of the “First Aid Box” art 
project (Figures 18 and 19). Twelve standard metal first aid boxes were emptied of their 
medical contents and filled instead with designs comprised of significant and meaningful 
items. Several of the participants in this art project had spent time at Goodna and all 
experienced mental distress. This project, conceived and coordinated by the arts worker, 
was presented as a discrete exhibition within the exhibition. As he later described it, “the 
First Aid Box project was about resilience, not memory. Memory takes people back there, 
to the past, resilience is about the present, where you’re at now, what gets you through”. 
The living room was also a space that attempted to connect museum visitors with practical 
information by providing brochures, and promotional and educational material related to 
mental health services. For the arts worker, the living room was critical to the exhibition 
having moral standing, “without the lounge and the boxes, it would be wrong, it needed to 
branch out into resilience and recovery … not just history”. 
 
  
Figure 16: The living room, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, Museum of 
Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
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Figure 17: Front and back of take-home card promoting journal-writing as a wellness strategy, Remembering 
Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of 
Brisbane 
 
  
Figure 18: The First Aid Box exhibition, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, 
Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
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Figure 19: Detail, the First Aid Box exhibition, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental 
hospital, Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
A second, intersecting thematic structure was given to the exhibition by sets of words, or 
“key concepts”, applied as outlines directly on to the brown walls (Figure 20), which 
reflected the curatorial aim of presenting a history that was “evocative and suggestive 
rather than comprehensive – emotional rather than analytical” (Museum of Brisbane, 
2007b). The final groupings were: 
 
• Isolation, separation, containment, restraint, security; 
• Birth, death, trauma, power, scandal; 
• Classification, care, treatment, therapy, recovery, advocacy; 
• Work, recreation, routine, rules, community, contact. 
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Figure 20: Detail, “key concept” words, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, 
Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
These words were also what structured the narrative shape and logic of the videos. The 
first video provided a broad overview of the living memory of the hospital, effectively the 
shift from what several interviewees described as a “custodial environment” through de-
institutionalisation to “care in the community”: the 1950s to 2000. It largely featured staff 
members and included topics such as first impressions of the hospital, the use of restraint 
and confinement, the conditions in high security wards, the integration of male and female 
staff and patients in the 1970s, the emergence of “patients’ rights” and the general working 
and living conditions at the hospital. The second video dealt explicitly with trauma, with 
former patients, one staff member and an advocate recounting incidents of violence, 
neglect and abuse. The third video looked at changes in forms of treatment, describing 
electro-convulsive treatment (ECT or “shock treatment”), insulin coma therapy and the 
advent of tranquillisers and other drug therapies. It also traced the rise of the “consumer” 
movement and the gradual opening-up of the institution, and touched on people’s 
experiences of leaving the hospital. The current paradigm of “recovery” was raised and 
family members, advocates and allied staff such as priests and social workers provided 
commentary from a non-medical standpoint. The final video looked at daily routines like 
mealtimes, jobs and smoking, and special occasions such as fetes, Christmas, Mother’s 
Day, dances, movie nights and visits from family. Staff members spoke about their 
experiences of the workplace, the camaraderie as well as the insularity. Some patients 
read poems, sang songs and showed their artworks. 
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An external producer/director was contracted for the video project, recommended by the 
museum’s project manager for the sensitivity and professionalism he brought to previous 
projects they’d worked on together. His briefing took the form of a long meeting with the 
project manager, community worker and myself where we discussed what we were 
hearing from potential interviewees, the overall curatorial approach and the themes we 
wanted to explore. He was also provided with the Content Outline document and curatorial 
PowerPoint presentation. The producer understood this as “scoping for content and 
listening conceptually”. He identifies museum video productions as a distinct genre he 
calls “interpretative”. Interpretative productions are different from both documentary and 
drama because they are part of an “interpretative landscape” and do “not necessarily 
follow a linear story, (it) has a linear structure but can be looser … but neither can it be 
entirely predicted or controlled … the challenge is to capture the material that comes up.” 
In the pre-production phase he “work(s) out the form and structure, look(s) at the money – 
this is what I can deliver” but attempts to maintain a balance between directing the process 
and being open to possibilities that arise during the shoot. As he described it later: 
 
In drama, all the thinking takes place in pre-production. In documentary, you can’t 
control it to that extent. In interpretative, the pre-production is done through the 
curatorial briefing, how the exhibition’s laid out, the topics, the objects, lining up the 
material for the filmmaker – the stories we could tell. The edit puts the structure on; 
it’s equivalent to the final draft of the script. 
“How the environment was”  
The videos were shot and presented in a style that optimised emotional proximity and 
minimised the presence of the medium itself. The camera framed the head and shoulders 
in a medium to close-up shot, with facial expressions as the focus. The interviews were 
filmed from both sides, some people on the left and others to the right to ensure a variety 
of shots and textural layers. The producer was very conscious of controlling the shot and 
accommodating the way that viewers’ eyes scan from left to right. He always ends his 
productions with an interview shot from the right, “for psychological comfort”. Most of the 
interviews took place at the hospital, usually in the hospital grounds with some interior 
settings. All the settings were naturalistic, with an emphasis on warm colours (Figure 21). 
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Figure 21: Video testimony by former patient, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental 
hospital, Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
There is no sign of an interviewer, no questions are heard and there is no narrator in the 
final presentation. Instead, the narrative is built through a succession of personal stories, 
interspersed with overlay of historic photographs and contemporary footage of the hospital 
in its picturesque and melancholic, abandoned state. The producer recognises this overlay 
material as essential to interpretative video, “in interpretative productions, the interviewees 
lead. Overlay gives us the ability to edit and control the material … Overlay can be 
conceptual.” In this case, the overlay constantly brought the narrative back to the hospital 
as a physical place, with a close focus on windows, doors, security bars, grilles, fences 
and empty rooms.  
 
In the museum space, the videos were shown on small monitors so that interviewees’ 
faces were virtually life-size. Visitors viewed the videos seated on benches that 
accommodated just small numbers of people (three to four at most), which were located 
with their backs to the wall so people watching over other people’s shoulders was 
minimised (Figures 22 and 23). The museum intentionally created a very intimate viewing 
environment where the medium receded and enforced what Caroline Wake (2013, p. 126) 
calls a “liveness effect”, the sense that the interviewees speak directly to the audience and 
“viewers experience video testimony as if it were live”. Many of the stories are emotionally 
demanding, both to watch and to tell, and their mode of telling reveals the difficulties of 
recounting traumatic experiences. Participants struggle for words, repeat themselves, or 
cut their testimony short by biting their lips, turning their faces away, crying. In some 
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excerpts, the body enunciates as strongly as the spoken words. The extraordinarily lined 
faces of two women whose family members spent decades in the hospital, the damaged, 
twitching eye of a nurse who had been attacked by a patient, the slow and stilted speech 
of a man affected by long term medication and ECT and the impeccable grooming of 
several of the nurses. 
 
 
Figure 22: Video one viewing area, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, 
Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
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Figure 23: Video three viewing area, Remembering Goodna: stories from a Queensland mental hospital, 
Museum of Brisbane, 2007-08. Courtesy of Museum of Brisbane 
 
Geoffrey Hartman (1996), of the Fortunoff Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale 
University argues that there is an absence of mediation with the genre of video testimony, 
which he links to its emotional impact:  
 
In video testimonies (or testimonial video generally) there is nothing between us 
and the survivor; nor, when an interview really gets going, between the survivor and 
his/her recollections. The effect, therefore, can be extraordinarily intimate—it is hard 
not to cry (p. 70). 
 
Here he is referring to unedited video testimonies, up to two hours in length, produced for 
the purposes of establishing an archival legacy of the Holocaust. Unlike the immediacy of 
this archival context, however, Oren Baruch Stier (2003, pp. 71-75) observes that video 
testimony in the museum context is highly mediated, with multiple levels of framing taking 
place; inward as individuals “self-frame” their narratives in deciding what to speak about, 
through the camera frame itself and then outward via the institutional context of the 
museum. It is not an immediate communicative exchange but a highly-controlled delivery 
of content—edited and circumscribed by the museum.  
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In the case of Remembering Goodna, museum staff and the producer—Ashuri and 
Pinchevski’s “mediators” (2009)—made all key decisions. Who would give testimony for a 
start, and then how the testimonies were filmed, edited and displayed, entirely shaping the 
narrative frame, and ultimately the meaning, of the testimony in the exhibition. Although 
museum staff worked closely with participants to prepare for their interview so they could 
“speak for themselves”, the editing process undermined this intention. We followed ethical 
protocols common to media practice, for example, whereby participants signed a release 
form prior to filming that gave the museum control over how the footage would be used in 
the exhibition. Participants were not involved in the editing process nor were they shown a 
rough cut of the videos or provided with the opportunity to request changes. The first time 
they saw the final productions was at the exhibition opening. At the time, we justified this in 
terms of time constraints and practicalities, yet there was time for the director of the 
museum to view the final cut of the videos, direct changes and give the ultimate approval 
for the narratives presented. The exercising of power by the institution over the 
individual—one of the central themes of the exhibition itself—was therefore replicated in 
the production of the videos.  
 
The interviewers and producer were looking to capture powerful and affecting content. It 
was in our interests for interviewees to probe into their deeply difficult personal 
experiences and become emotional and upset when they did so. It’s not that those of us 
who did the interviews intentionally took an opportunistic approach, but the fact remained 
that our narratives needed their trauma. As the producer later admitted “I was trying to be 
balanced but emotion always gets involved consciously and unconsciously. Sometimes I 
want to advocate and it’s hard to keep the narrative neutral … If you push you can get 
better content, keep the camera rolling until you get what you’re looking for.” Although the 
general approach and the content of the interview had been discussed with participants 
beforehand, we did not provide questions. According to the producer “questions in 
advance is a no-no as people rehearse their answers. Good stuff usually comes at the 
end.” Interviewers were encouraged to avoid using notes and to keep the conversation as 
natural as possible. On the actual days of filming, the approach was as informal as 
possible. Yet unforeseen circumstances arose that threatened the emotional safety of both 
participants and the museum team.  
 
The first unexpected turn of events was the reaction of the technical crew to the content of 
the interviews. At the end of the first day’s filming, the camera operator informed the 
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producer that he couldn’t continue to work on the project as he was so distressed. It turned 
out that a person who was on day release from a secure mental health facility had 
murdered a member of his family. The community worker phoned him that evening and 
spoke to him at length. With the promise of her ongoing support, he agreed to continue 
with the project. The sound recordist also had trouble sleeping and so regular “check-ins” 
with all members of the team became part of the day’s schedule. I now recognise that this 
lack of attention to the effects of witnessing traumatic testimony as a major lapse in our 
professional duty of care. Members of the museum team had been going through similar 
experiences and the museum management had nothing in place beyond the Employee 
Assistance Program already available to all employees of Brisbane City Council. Instead, 
members of the curatorium such as the community worker and consumer advocate, who 
were trained as a social worker and psychologist respectively, provided ongoing, informal 
support to other team members. The lack of formal acknowledgment of the project team’s 
emotional needs was, and remains, troubling. By the time the exhibition opened there was 
greater understanding of this issue and a training session was held for the museum’s front 
of house staff to prepare them for their own and others’ responses to the exhibition. 
 
The second event that took place during filming had been partially anticipated but did not 
occur in the way the museum team expected. Some former patients did not want to go 
back to the hospital and so one day’s filming was planned to take place in an inner-city 
church hall. When we arrived the church had double-booked us with a team of workers 
sanding the floors, so we had to relocate to a nearby park. In general, we had been careful 
not to schedule staff and patient interviews on the same day but this day we had. We were 
well behind schedule, the atmosphere was harried and interviewees had to wait while 
others did their interviews, the numbers of people started to grow. Although we were most 
worried about negative encounters between staff and patients, it was in fact a 
confrontation between two former staff members that caused a great deal of distress for 
one participant. She was among the first wave of professionally educated nurses who 
trained at the hospital in the 1980s and she spoke on camera about being bullied and 
harassed by the “old guard” who were threatened by this generational change. A former 
nurse educator, who had been one of the nurse’s supervisors, watched her interview. 
Afterwards, the nurse educator cornered her and accused her of lying, insisting she prove 
which wards the events had taken place in and so on. The younger woman, who was 
already deeply upset by the interview, fled. I spoke to her on the phone over subsequent 
days but she was upset and furious and did not come to the exhibition opening. Years 
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later when I interviewed her for this thesis, she told me that she went straight to see her 
psychiatrist as this incident reignited the feelings of powerlessness and frustration she felt 
working at the hospital. Not only was she re-traumatised, but this is a clear illustration of 
contestation in the witnessing field where eyewitnesses compete to gain the trust of 
mediators in the first instance, but also ultimately, audiences.  
 
Although the interview was a dreadful experience for this participant, she did not regret 
taking part in the exhibition. This was the common message I heard from all the 
participants when I interviewed them later. Although many said that the video interview 
was re-traumatising, they also explained how important it was for them to share their 
stories in the civic space of the museum, in contrast to legal or medical settings. For one 
participant, the exhibition meant “ordinary people can see how we suffer with mental 
illness and how the environment was.” In a letter, another contrasted her experience 
participating in the exhibition with those of interacting with the government: 
  
I’ve been distressed writing my submission for those abused in children’s homes. It 
triggers a lot of pain writing about the effects abuse in the children’s homes had on 
my health and my life. Remembering Goodna was a healing time and it helps. It will 
live in our hearts and minds. Thank you for it and I am grateful to everyone who 
helped to set up the exhibition. Didn’t it get fabulous responses? 
 
Recognition was important to another former patient too, “I finally felt acknowledged in 
Remembering Goodna, it really helped me. To know that there were a couple of ladies 
going to all that trouble to help us get our story out. It lifts me. I didn’t find it hard, I wanted 
to tell them (the film crew) my story.” 
  
Several participants reported that participating in the video and subsequently visiting the 
exhibition brought some sense of relief and moving on. “I feel like I have crossed another 
bridge”, said one former patient. “I’m almost ready to close the book,” said another. 
Historian Inga Clendinnen (1999) writing on Holocaust commemoration, describes this 
process as “exorcism: to turn memories into meaning” (p. 51). One participant who had 
been sent to Goodna as a teenager, and who had multiple experiences there of solitary 
confinement, of being constrained in a straightjacket and of witnessing physical abuse 
described how she felt her life had been “on hold” but participating in the exhibition helped 
her to move away from the past. The display of straightjackets was particularly important 
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to her. When she first saw them in the exhibition she was concerned that the museum staff 
had displayed them incorrectly and she was able to explain how to install them accurately. 
She later reflected:  
 
It was the straightjackets funnily enough, that gave me closure … seeing them there 
and knowing I would never go back in one of them again, and that I would not ever 
go back to Goodna again, or any mental institution. 
Closure … or opening-up? 
The question of closure is essential to consider in relation to the videos overall. Is closure 
what people seek in giving testimony? A close look at the videos demonstrates how 
editing, narrative shaping and aesthetics decisively contain, even constrain, the traumatic 
content of the testimony and bring each of the narratives to a definitive conclusion that in 
every case sends a reassuring and positive message. Although difficult content is 
distributed throughout the four videos, analysis of the production dealing directly with 
trauma shows clearly how this containment occurs.  
 
A chaplain who worked as an advocate for young people caught up in the mental health 
and juvenile detention systems is used to bookend this narrative, with his testimony 
appearing at both the beginning and end of the video. He provides an authority and 
legitimacy “from the outside”, counterbalancing the patients’ accounts of trauma “from the 
inside” (A. Assmann, 2006). Apart from the chaplain and the nurse mentioned previously 
who testified about bullying in the workplace, this particular video features former patients 
only. As the producer saw it, “it was their time, it was a voice for their trauma”. All the 
interviewees are women and they all describe instances of violence, abuse and neglect 
inflicted on others, rather than things that happened to them. While everything in the way 
they speak leads viewers to understand that these women experienced the same or worse 
than the stories they recount, it is striking that their testimony instead sought to expose the 
injustice and violence inflicted on others. After a slow build of increasingly distressing 
accounts and graphic content, with participants becoming more and more upset, the 
chaplain makes a strong and articulate concluding statement, condemning the conditions 
at the hospital and the lack of checks and balances in the system.  
 
This narrative structure serves to instill distance and objectivity, to smooth over the 
testimony of the women, which relentlessly conveys anguish, incomprehension and 
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condemnation. Their stories are separated by overlay shots of fences, barred windows and 
doors that dissolve in and out of view; a dramatic framing that heightens the emotional 
impact of the production but also shifts focus away from the individuals and back to the 
hospital itself. The narrative finishes with the slamming of the heavy door of an isolation 
cell. This conveys a literal ending, a strongly symbolic and literal depiction of closure that 
serves to settle the narrative for viewers. But what of the participants? Is this what they 
gave testimony for, to have a door slammed on their advocacy “for those who aren’t here 
to speak for themselves” as one woman puts it in the video. There is the distinct risk of 
sanitisation and commodification here, of traumatic testimony being drained of its toxicity 
and re-shaped into an acceptable form for the sake of audiences—museums are after all, 
both leisure and educational environments that attract visitors of all ages. In this setting, 
does traumatic testimony become an instrument of recuperation or consolation rather than 
enabling recognition and response? Whose feelings are being spared or protected? As 
Nancy Miller and Jason Tougaw point out (2002), “if testimony about traumatic experience 
always has a double function, both producing social discourse and initiating personal 
recovery, these two effects do not necessarily coincide.” So, while the videos’ visual 
framing, the testimonial content and the physical delivery in the museum all endeavoured 
to establish emotional proximity, the narrative form and aesthetic style paradoxically 
enforced distance. The videos thus articulate a dissonance in the representation of trauma 
in the exhibition—while the testimony seeks an identificatory emotional response in 
visitors, the narrative structure simultaneously contains it and even closes it down. 
 
This tension occurs in all the productions. While each video presents stories that are 
intended to move and shock viewers and lead them towards a range of strongly-felt 
emotions, each one ends on a distinctly positive, even redemptive, note. “I have very 
happy memories,” says an elderly lady who grew up at the hospital while her parents both 
worked there, “it wasn’t a place to be frightened of, it was a really happy place.” In another, 
we finish with a woman whose husband and son both spent long periods at the hospital in 
the 1960s, 70s and 80s, “The staff were always very compassionate. From my point of 
view it didn’t change much, it didn’t need to, it was always a good hospital.”  
 
So, while the museum was responsible to those who gave testimony, it was also 
responsible to its audiences and to its own institutional standing and reputation. The final 
narratives of the videos reflect the tense relation between these multiple directions as the 
museum juggles the currency of trust in the witnessing field (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009). It 
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could be argued that the videos managed to finely calibrate these tensions through the 
diversity of voices and stories presented, but ultimately viewers are left feeling good (or at 
least OK); and this has ethical consequences. As Roger Simon (2011) observes, negative 
emotions are a “burden” to museum visitors: “those vexing and troublesome feelings of 
revulsion, grief, anger and/or shame that histories can produce, particularly if they raise 
the possibility of the complicity of one’s country, culture or family” (p. 433). Participants 
expressed that the exhibition gave recognition to their injury and suffering and enabled 
them to take on new and valued subject positions from which to address other members of 
the community. But did it simultaneously foreclose their pursuit of justice and validation? 
As one participant later reflected, “I still get so depressed, I think it’s because I still haven’t 
got any justice for everything I fought for.”  
 
Remembering Goodna was founded in an unarticulated assumption that the 
representation of trauma “enacts a valuable form of public pedagogy” (R. Simon, 2011, p. 
435). As stated in the Content Outline document, the curatorium wanted to make an 
impact on the hearts and minds of visitors by mobilising their empathy—or in other words, 
the exhibition used testimony to prompt witnessing. But as the model of the witnessing 
field makes clear, a complex set of interactions and transactions occur in the processes of 
representing and mediating trauma. As performance scholar Caroline Wake (2013) 
argues, each medium has its own dynamics of witnessing. The medium is not transparent 
or a "simple registration, trace or document” but a conscious manipulation of varying levels 
of spatial, temporal and emotional “presence and co-presence” between primary and 
secondary witnesses. The manipulation of distance and proximity is a critical tactic used 
by mediators to control the witnessing field and maintain the trust of audiences (Ashuri & 
Pinchevski, 2009, p. 141), yet it appears that the trust of eyewitnesses, once they have 
given their testimony, may be somewhat dispensable. Their testimony serves the 
instrumental aims of the museum, while they are ultimately unable to determine the 
direction and meaning of their testimony within the witnessing field.   
 
In her book, Popular Trauma Culture (2011), Anne Rothe argues that trauma testimonies 
have become central to narratives, now pervasive in contemporary culture, that are: 
 
constructed around a melodramatic conflict between absolute innocence and rank 
evil, which was embodied in the dichotomized flat characters of victim and 
perpetrator. According to the core story paradigm, the main character eventually 
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overcomes victimisation and undergoes a metamorphosis from the pariah figure of 
weak and helpless victim into a heroic survivor. As part of this transformation 
process, the victim-cum-survivor generates a witness testimony of the past 
traumatic experiences. The paradigmatic story line moreover recycles the Christian 
suffering-and-redemption trope of spiritual purification through physical mortification 
in trauma-and-recovery narratives and encodes a latently voyeuristic kitsch 
sentiment as the dominant mode of reception.  
 
While I don’t believe that the narratives in the videos produced for Remembering Goodna 
conform to her (censorious) characterisation, it needs to be acknowledged that they do 
exist along a continuum with the Oprah Winfrey show and the other examples from the 
mass media Rothe explores. It is highly likely that audiences are familiar with these 
increasingly common trauma tropes and the ways they are received and understood is a 
significant question. Lauren Berlant (2004) argues that what she calls “liberal narratives of 
compassion” promote a kind of substitute empathy and the result is not an impulse to 
action but instead a passivity which “works to return us to a private world far removed from 
the public sphere”. Even more problematically, she contends, “private responses are not 
only insufficient but a part of the practice of injustice” (p. 9). Using personal stories to 
illustrate and convey institutional and structural effects, Berlant argues, risks depoliticising 
human rights abuses and other critical social issues. If this is the case, then exhibitions like 
Remembering Goodna are working against their stated aims. I will explore these 
arguments further and return to the issue of reception in Chapters Six and Seven when I 
consider audiences responses to the exhibition. 
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Chapter Five: Inside: Life in Children’s 
Homes and Institutions 
 
(T)he Senate named you the 'Forgotten Australians'. Today, and from this day 
forward, it is my hope that you will be called the 'Remembered Australians'. 
However, whatever I might say today, the truth is, I cannot give you back your 
childhood. I cannot rewind the clock on your suffering. Nor can I erase the past. But 
what I can do with you is celebrate the spirit that has lived within you over the 
decades. A spirit that has stubbornly refused to be beaten … the spirit that caused 
you to hold fast that one day you would be heard, one day you would be believed, 
one day you would be acknowledged. 
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, Apology to the Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants, Great 
Hall, Parliament House, Canberra, 16 November 2009 
 
I cannot forget, will not forgive and no apologies accepted.  
(Parliament of Australia, 2004, p. Submission 330) 
 
In November 2009 Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and his counterpart Malcolm 
Turnbull, then Leader of the Opposition, formally apologised on behalf of the nation to a 
group of people who have become known as the Forgotten Australians—the more than 
half-a-million people who grew up in out-of-home “care” in Australia in the twentieth 
century.11 Between 7000 and 10,000 of these are child migrants from Britain and Malta, 
50,000 are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children now known as the Stolen 
Generations, and the majority are Australian-born, non-Indigenous children who grew up 
in children’s homes, foster homes, industrial schools and orphanages. This was, as Ashton 
                                               
11 “Care” is expressed in inverted commas because many Forgotten Australians do not recognise what they 
experienced as children as a form of care. Likewise, following Penglase, Home is capitalised: “I use a capital 
'H’ because I think it is important to differentiate the word irrevocably from 'home' ... a Home, like an 
'orphanage', was an institution characterised by the absence of all that life within a family home implies” 
(2005, p. 39). I use both Forgotten Australians and care leavers to refer to people who spent time in “care”. 
As Wilson and Golding point out, not everyone identifies with Forgotten Australians and “its perceived 
echoes of perpetual victim status” (2016, p. 94).  
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and Wilson describe, “a regime of mass institutionalisation which was sanctioned by 
legislation and administered by either the state or by non-government bodies such as 
churches and welfare groups” (2014a, p. ix). 
 
In his address to parliament accompanying the formal apology, Rudd recounted personal 
stories shared with him by Forgotten Australians Garry, Robyn, Judy and Gus to convey 
the “profoundly disabling” pain of this “ugly chapter in our nation’s history” (Prime Minister 
of Australia, 2009). These personal accounts were the backbone of Rudd’s speech and he 
went on to acknowledge that stories such as these, the testimony of “the powerless, the 
voiceless and the most vulnerable” had been disbelieved and denied for many decades by 
generations of Australians, giving rise to the designation Forgotten Australians. Rudd also 
used this speech to announce funding support for projects at the National Museum of 
Australia (NMA) and the National Library of Australia (NLA) to “provide future generations 
with a solemn reminder of the past … (t)o ensure not only that your experiences are heard, 
but also that they will never ever be forgotten”.  
 
This chapter examines one of these projects, the exhibition Inside: Life in Children’s 
Homes and Institutions presented at the NMA for three months in 2011 to 2012, which 
then toured to the Melbourne Museum for five months from 2013 to 2014, the Western 
Australian Maritime Museum, Fremantle for four months in 2014 and then to the 
Queensland Museum, Brisbane for a further four months.  
 
Just as Rudd’s speech relied on the testimony of Forgotten Australians, so too did this 
exhibition. In the previous chapter, I examined the use of video testimony in an exhibition 
about mental illness. In this chapter, I focus particularly on the way a blog was employed 
by the NMA to create a space for testimony and witnessing, generate content for the 
exhibition, promote dialogue, build community and give validation to Forgotten Australians. 
It considers the capacities of the blog as a testimonial space and then examines how 
testimony posted on the blog was used in the exhibition. In also surveying the chain of 
events that led to this exhibition, the chapter considers the role of museums in the politics 
of national apologies and how and why governments see state-funded museums as an 
appropriate place for the recognition and “working through” of traumatic histories. Finally, 
the chapter assesses the capacity for state museums to respond equitably to the 
expectations and needs of the various stakeholders involved in a project such as this.  
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“Let our histories be visible” 
The apology and the Inside exhibition are specific chapters in a much longer process of 
Forgotten Australians seeking recognition and justice for the traumatic nature of their 
upbringing. As Joanna Penglase (2005) notes “since there has been so little reflection on 
the subjective experience of institutionalisation, it is not established as a category of 
traumatic childhood experience which needs explanation” (p. 59). Despite the presence of 
over 800 institutions located in urban and rural communities across Australia in the 
twentieth century and the vast numbers of children who passed through them, this is an 
aspect of Australian history and society that has been disregarded. Andrew Murray, the 
former Senator often credited with bringing this history to wide public attention, identifies 
that 
 
the lack of past serious and academic analysis of this very large part of Australia’s 
history reflected a wider prevailing attitude; an official and community view that 
children in care were not of much significance or interest overall. This attitude was 
reinforced by care leavers, many of whom were ashamed of having been in care 
and kept their childhoods to themselves (2010, p. xxvi).  
 
Murray was responsible for the establishment of the Senate Inquiry into Child Migration in 
2000. Its report Lost innocents: Righting the Record was released in August 2001. This 
followed the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Children from their Families conducted by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission in 1995, which led to the Bringing Them Home report of 1997. As discussed 
earlier, this inquiry and report, which had deep roots in Indigenous activism over the 
twentieth century (Attwood, 2001), was a watershed event in contemporary Australian life. 
It drew attention to the practice of Aboriginal child removal and put the issues of 
responsibility for past policies and practices and “coming to terms with” negative aspects 
of national history firmly into the public sphere, sparking sustained controversy. Prime 
Minister John Howard’s persistent refusal over ten years to accept the report’s findings 
and formally apologise to those affected by child removal policies generated a highly 
charged and contested political landscape. In both these inquiries, horrific stories of 
children’s experiences in institutions came to light. Consequently, Murray argued for what 
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he called “the third inquiry of the trilogy” (Penglase, 2005, p. 32)12 —an investigation into 
the experiences of children in “care”. It was conducted during 2003 and 2004, taking 
evidence at public hearings across Australia and receiving over 600 submissions. 
Forgotten Australians (2004), the report of the Inquiry, was released in August 2004 with 
39 recommendations. 13   
 
Members of the Senate Inquiry broke down and wept as they presented their report to 
parliament. As the report itself described,  
 
(t)he Committee received hundreds of graphic and disturbing accounts about the 
treatment and care experienced by children in out-of-home care. Many care leavers 
showed immense courage in putting intensely personal life stories on the public 
record. Their stories outlined a litany of emotional, physical and sexual abuse, and 
often criminal physical and sexual assault. Their stories also told of neglect, 
humiliation and deprivation of food, education and healthcare. Such abuse and 
assault was widespread across institutions, across States and across the 
government, religious and other care providers (2004, p. xv).  
 
The report’s first recommendation was that the Commonwealth Government should 
apologise to those who had been in “care” (Parliament of Australia, 2004, p. xix). Chapter 
Seven of the report considered the issues of responsibility, acknowledgement and apology 
in turn, examining the differences between these concepts and the implications of 
pursuing them as courses of action. It concluded that there were key elements required to 
ensure that an apology was meaningful. These were a clear acknowledgement of the 
wrongs done and explicit naming of the offences, an acceptance of responsibility, a 
                                               
12 As Cuthbert and Quartly point out, “this trilogy is now a quartet” (2013 p. 179) with the Senate’s 2012 
report Commonwealth Contribution to Past Forced Adoption Practices and the subsequent apology for 
forced adoption by Prime Minister Julia Gillard in March 2013.  
13 These Commonwealth inquiries and reports were part of a series of public inquiries at both state and 
federal level that took place from the mid 1990s onwards and examined various aspects of the history of the 
treatment of children in Australia. Indeed, the Senate Community Affairs References Committee reported on 
child removal and institutional “care” in two parts, the second report Protecting vulnerable children: A 
national challenge (2005) followed Forgotten Australians and investigated contemporary child protection. 
Denise Cuthbert argues “there are few areas of policy and practice whose histories have been so publicised, 
politicised and brought to bear so heavily on the story of the nation as that of child protection, child welfare 
and the out-of-home care of children in Australia.” (2010, p. 12) All state governments have now issued their 
own apologies to those institutionalised in out-of-home “care”. More recently, the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse was established in January 2013 and is still underway at the 
time of writing. 
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sincere expression of regret and remorse, an assurance that the wrongs would not reoccur 
and reparation through tangible measures (2004, p. 192). The Senate Committee argued 
that the Commonwealth Government had a “moral obligation” to acknowledge the harm 
done to children, that this would bring “healing and reconciliation” (2004, p. 197). Further, 
that the “symbolism of an acknowledgement” was important, that it would “enable closure 
to be achieved or at least progressed for many care leavers”, but that concrete actions 
must occur so it was not just another “empty gesture” (2004, p. 197). Many of the report’s 
other recommendations were intended to address this last point. 
 
The recommendations were comprehensive, covering legal reform, reparations, redress by 
churches and other “care” providers, access to records, funding of support and advocacy 
groups, counselling, health, housing, aged care and education programs. It also 
recommended a series of “recognition” strategies, which included memorials and museum 
exhibitions, a national oral history project, a research program, public education and new 
tertiary courses in child protection. These recognition strategies were positioned as having 
multi-directional purposes, with benefits for both care leavers and the nation: “funding 
should be provided to facilitate the recording of the history of care leavers both in a 
personal sense, through written or oral histories, and also in the larger sense of recording 
their place in Australia's social history” (2004, p. 335). Specifically, Recommendation 35 
stated: 
 
(t)hat the National Museum of Australia be urged to consider establishing an 
exhibition, preferably permanent, related to the history and experiences of children 
in institutional care, and that such an exhibition have the capacity to tour as a 
travelling exhibition (2004, p. xxvii).  
 
The combination of commemorative practices with political, legal and social strategies, and 
recommendations related to both government and non-government actors, is common to 
transitional justice processes such as inquiries and truth commissions. An extensive body 
of literature attests to how the (re)construction of shared memory narratives is critical to 
how nations deal with difficult pasts, either internally or in their relationships with other 
nations. (Cuthbert, 2010; Gibney, Howard-Hassmann, Coicaud, & Steiner, 2008; Olick, 
2007; Rigney, 2012; Short, 2012; Thompson, 2008) Recommendation 35 demonstrates 
that national museums have become one of the spheres in which these new shared 
narratives are formed, or in Ann Rigney’s terms are “‘engineered’ (orchestrated, 
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managed)” (2012, pp. 251-252). Philosopher Janna Thompson suggests that public 
exhibitions help governments to demonstrate that “the injustice and the sufferings of the 
victims have become embedded in the official history of the nations” (2008, p. 41). In 
making Recommendation 35, the Senate committee thus assigned the National Museum 
the task of giving care leavers a tangible place in Australia’s history.   
      
In relation to the opportunity the inquiry provided for those who experienced out-of-home 
“care” to have their testimony heard, Penglase, herself a care leaver, claimed: 
 
(I)t would be impossible to exaggerate what Forgotten Australians means to care 
leavers. We have been waiting all our lives for this recognition, for something that 
would take the place of the denial and disbelief that we are all so used to hearing. 
There are so many angry and sad voices in that Report, expressing the feelings of 
people living still, as adults, within the prison of their childhood pain. Until very 
recently we have all had to explain our anger and our pain in subjective terms, as if 
it indicated “something wrong” with us. The Senate Inquiry marks a turning point - 
we can finally see and understand our individual histories within their social and 
political contexts. Forgotten Australians confirms what we have always felt and tried 
so long to tell others: that our childhood in “care” scarred us for life (2005, p. 31). 
  
Despite this profound reception, the Australian government, then led by John Howard, was 
not so responsive. It tabled its formal response over a year later in November 2005. While 
welcoming the report as “a sensitive, insightful and moving revelation of the experiences of 
many children in the Australian institutional care system” (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2005), the government rejected the recommendation for a formal apology and asserted 
that most of the recommendations were a matter for state governments to address, not the 
federal government. Its specific response to the recommendation for an exhibition was that 
the “management of Australian Government institutions is at arm's length from the 
government of the day” and “the Museum has advised that while similar social issues, in 
particular those that affect the lives of children, have been represented in its temporary 
exhibitions program, it would be unable to commit to a permanent exhibition on this theme” 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2005).  
 
In the meantime, in another strand of the exhibition’s genealogy, advocacy groups had 
been making their own approaches to the NMA. Even before the Senate inquiry began in 
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2003, Leonie Sheedy of Care Leavers of Australia (CLAN) had “repeatedly contacted” the 
museum requesting an exhibition (Chynoweth, 2014). Her requests show that care leavers 
and advocates understood that an exhibition at the National Museum would give their 
quest for recognition and justice greater visibility and legitimacy, as well as securing them 
an authorised place in the nation’s history. Senator Murray raised the issue of museums 
during the Senate Inquiry’s hearings, commenting “it seems odd to me that more space 
and attention is given to dinosaurs than to half-a-million Australians”. Taking up this point, 
Sheedy declared “get the dinosaurs out …and dedicate it to orphanages and children. Let 
our histories be visible”. The museum resisted however and in a letter to CLAN following 
the publication of the Senate report, the director indicated that the museum would not act 
on Recommendation 35 (p. 179). Sheedy continued lobbying, but it took a change of 
government in late 2007 for her demand to be met.  
 
In its first year, the new Rudd government directed the Senate to review the 
recommendations of its earlier reports. Just a few months later, Rudd made the formal 
apology and announced funding for the Inside exhibition. Independent of these events, an 
exhibition about state-sponsored child migration had been developed through a 
partnership between the Australian National Maritime Museum and National Museums 
Liverpool. The exhibition, On Their Own: Britain’s Child Migrants, opened at the National 
Maritime Museum in Sydney to coincide with Rudd’s apology and then toured extensively 
across Australia and the United Kingdom. Adele Chynoweth has subsequently argued that 
the history of Forgotten Australians (distinct from child migrants and the Stolen 
Generations) was not just neglected by the Australian museum sector, but was actively 
ignored and marginalised. The unwillingness of the NMA to respond to care leavers’ 
requests, the government intervention required for the exhibition to ultimately take place 
and the reluctance of state museums to host Inside despite it being fully-funded to tour by 
the federal government all point, she contends, to a systemic failure to engage with this 
part of Australia’s history (2014, p. 178). Understanding these claims requires a brief 
detour into the history of the NMA itself. 
Going inside at the national museum 
The National Museum of Australia (NMA) opened in 2001; relatively late in both global 
terms and the nation’s history. The museum opened at the height of what has become 
known as the “history wars” (Macintyre & Clark, 2003), a period of intense public 
contestation over Australia’s past. It soon found itself the target of criticism over the 
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pluralistic history it presented (Attwood, 2006, 2015; Casey, 2001; Davison, 2003, 2006; 
Macintyre & Clark, 2003; Nettelbeck, 2011). A headline in the tabloid Daily Telegraph 
summed it up: “A Nation trivialised – White history a ‘bad joke’” (Macintyre & Clark, 2003, 
p. 195).  
 
The museum faced censure from its own governing council, outwards to the mainstream 
media and beyond. In 2003, the federal government appointed a panel of review 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2003). The Review described the not yet two-year-old 
museum as “an extraordinary achievement” (p. 2) and found “that political or cultural bias 
is not a systemic problem at the NMA” (p. 36), however it was critical of both the form and 
content of several of the museum’s exhibitions. It developed key criteria for the National 
Museum to meet to become “a first-rank institution of international standing”, including 
criteria six: 
 
Cover darker historical episodes, and with a gravity that opens the possibility of 
collective self-accounting. The role here is in helping the nation to examine fully its 
own past, and the dynamic of its history – with truthfulness, sobriety and balance. 
This extends into covering present-day controversial issues (pp. 13-14). 
 
Just a few pages earlier, however, the Review made an equally strong statement directing 
how Australian history should be interpreted, arguing for the depiction of: 
 
the establishment of a notably stable, efficiently managed, prosperous democracy, 
with very low levels of institutional corruption, with relatively low social inequality 
and a largely inclusive ethos, which has integrated immigrant peoples from 
hundreds of other places with reasonable success … tied in here are character 
traits of inclusiveness, a ‘fair-go’ ethos, a distrust of extremisms and civic common 
sense (2003, p. 9).  
 
It was at this same time that Leonie Sheedy began approaching the museum about the 
history of children in “care”, a history that not only scarcely meets the Review’s description 
of Australia but instead draws attention to institutional neglect, abuse, deprivation and 
even depravation, gross inequality, managerial chaos and social exclusion of a 
devastating order. It is hardly surprising that in an environment of heightened politics about 
its role, the beleaguered NMA should try to avoid taking on such a topic. Chynoweth 
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argues however, that the museum’s neglect of this history is about more than institutional 
politics and reveals a resistance to issues of class and an unwillingness to depart from a 
“consensus version of history” that had long excluded children in “care” (2014, pp. 182-
183).  
Children in “care”: “ignored by historians and governments alike” 
So, why were so many Australian children in “care” in the twentieth century? The 
institutionalisation of children began in Australia in the earliest days of the colony and by 
the twentieth century was entrenched and widely accepted. Children were institutionalised 
for many reasons. Simply put, before there was a welfare system, children were put in 
Homes because their families faced serious problems and were too poor, or lacked the 
social resources and support, to keep their children at home.  
 
Very few children in “care” were orphans, many had one or both parents alive, or had other 
living relatives. Family breakdown occurred because of death, divorce, domestic violence, 
alcoholism, illness, poverty, war and incarceration. Single parent families, unmarried 
mothers and parents deemed “unfit” all had their children taken away. The Commonwealth 
Government only brought in a widow’s pension in 1942 and it was 1973 before it was 
extended to single mothers. Children charged with being uncontrollable, neglected or 
“exposed to moral danger” were made wards of the state and institutionalised—many were 
offenders because they had run away from abusive or dysfunctional circumstances. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were taken away from their families due to 
the assimilation policies of the time. Child migrants were brought to Australia under 
government schemes, some sent from institutions in Great Britain and Malta and some 
sent by their families on the promise of a “better life”. Finally, some families placed their 
children in “care” voluntarily and were then legally required to contribute money towards 
their children's upkeep. Indeed, many parents, regardless of their situation, paid some sort 
of fee to have their children in “care”. In most cases, siblings were separated and once a 
child was in the system, it was extremely difficult for families to negotiate their return 
home, even when their circumstances had changed. Only a very small number of families 
were ever able to take their children home again. 
 
Child welfare was the responsibility of the state governments. The Senate Inquiry stated 
that it was difficult to gain a comprehensive picture of the development of policies affecting 
children in institutional “care” because “(i)t seems that the administrative structures within 
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which child welfare issues rest have been largely ignored by historians and governments 
alike. Further, any attention which they have received has usually been for reasons 
unrelated to the needs of child welfare” (Parliament of Australia, 2004, p. 46).14  
 
Direct government involvement in child welfare has “ebbed and flowed” over time and the 
preference for institutions versus foster care has also fluctuated. Institutions themselves 
varied. Churches, charities and philanthropic organisations operated some, while state 
governments and private individuals ran others. They ranged from large institutions 
housing hundreds of children to household-scale, accommodating small numbers of 
children with couples or other adults in charge. Some of these institutions, such as the Hay 
Institution for Girls in New South Wales and Westbrook Boys Home in Queensland, were 
carceral, places of punishment for children who were deemed “intractable”. Following 
Erving Goffman (1968), Penglase characterises all children’s Homes as “total institutions”, 
places that are cut off from the wider society, with rigidly-enforced, regulated patterns of 
life and as Goffman argues “what is prison-like about prisons is found in institutions whose 
members have broken no laws” (1968, p. 11). Penglase states that children’s Homes were 
not just run like prisons, but were experienced by children as prisons, “loveless, desolate 
lives … motherless and fatherless, isolated from the community, a prey to assault and 
rape or simply casual and arbitrary cruelty, knowing there was nobody to turn to —and 
knowing that the sentence had years to go” (2005, p. 64).  
 
Forgotten Australians corroborates Penglase’s perspective, providing shocking details of 
unmet basic needs in health, nutrition and education, a pervasive lack of privacy and 
suppression of individuality, as well as punishment, sexual assault, abuse and exploitation 
of children, through to the extreme cases of children who were used in medical 
experiments or sent to adult mental hospitals and other “inappropriate” institutions. It also 
documents the lifelong effects of a childhood spent in “care”, noting they are “significantly 
negative and destructive” (2004, p. 145). Personal accounts of care leavers attest to 
problems in forming and maintaining relationships, including with their own children, health 
issues both physical and mental, addiction and substance abuse, poor educational and 
employment outcomes for many, homelessness and social exclusion. The Senate inquiry 
also found evidence that negative impacts have intergenerational effects, flowing on to the 
                                               
14 Since the series of government inquiries, research has increased in this area. See (Ashton & Wilson, 
2014b; Golding, 2014; Hil & Branigan, 2010; Jones & O'Neill, 2014; Musgrove, 2013; Penglase, 2005; 
Swain, 2015; Swain & Musgrove, 2012; Swain, Sheedy, & O'Neill, 2012; Wilson & Golding, 2016) 
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children and other family members of care leavers (2004, pp. 166-170). But Forgotten 
Australians went even further, stating unequivocally that the history and legacy of 
institutional “care” is an issue that affects all Australians: “(t)his report is not just concerned 
with the past, it is very much about the present and it informs the future of our nation.” 
The exhibition goes ahead  
Jenny Macklin, the Minister for Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs announced in late October 2009 that the formal apology would take place three 
weeks later, on 16 November. After years of lobbying by care leavers, minimal media 
attention and concomitant government prevarication, public attention to the plight of 
Forgotten Australians rapidly gained momentum. As a former Department of Families, 
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FHaCSIA) bureaucrat recalled, 
“there was very little warning that the apology was coming. This was a real problem as we 
were aware that a great deal of public education was needed prior to the apology. There 
was little understanding of the issues.” The CEO of a community-based advocacy group 
and service provider argued that the timing created problems in itself, “the government 
didn’t think through what it means to make an apology. It raises expectations.” 
 
It’s not entirely clear what propelled the timing; internal Labor Party politics were a likely 
influence, plus the positive political capital Rudd had gained from his apology to the Stolen 
Generations the previous year. Regardless, as part of the apology “package” FHaCSIA 
made funding of $1.5 million available and the National Museum agreed to develop and 
present a temporary exhibition, which would also tour to the state museums. The 
exhibition was scheduled to open on the second anniversary of the apology, so there were 
two years to complete the project. Work began in earnest with two curators, a 
photographer and a videographer from the museum attending the apology and other 
formal proceedings at Parliament House.  
 
One of the curators, I’ll call her curator A, reflected: 
 
Something did switch for me that day ... When I started meeting Forgotten 
Australians, what I learned from that day, I knew about the abuse from the reports 
but what I heard that day, I know it was in the reports but what I really got, was that 
this was systemic, organised, collusional abuse. 
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Curator A was a management level public servant who had been temporarily transferred to 
the museum to work specifically on the project due to her expertise in relation to Forgotten 
Australians. She also had a personal interest in the history as growing up, her family had 
hosted children from institutions on weekends and school holidays and she attended 
school with Home children. The second curator, curator B, was a permanent staff member 
of the museum. Once the exhibition was confirmed in the museum’s program, staff were 
invited to volunteer to work on the project. Curator B was interested, but hesitant. She was 
a member of the museum’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples unit and had 
long-standing professional and personal involvement with the history of the Stolen 
Generations. “At first I didn’t put my hand up because I thought it was impossible” she 
explained, but then: 
 
I worked out how I would design it. I could only do Homes, not fostering – fostering 
and Homes was too much. I also decided we had to do Stolen Generations; you 
couldn’t leave them out even though we weren’t funded for that. So I thought about 
the layout, I mapped it. I’ll do it like a Home, so going in, then going out. Outside—
inside—outside. Then I put my hand up. I didn’t have themes but I had a structure. 
 
These starting points highlight the different approaches of the two curators. Curator A had 
a strong commitment to the specific issue of Forgotten Australians. As her response to the 
apology showed, she took the position of engaged witness as described by Laub (1992),  
 
the emergence of the narrative which is being listened to—and heard—is, therefore, 
the process and place wherein the cognisance, the “knowing” of the event is given 
birth to … The testimony to the trauma thus includes its hearer, who is, so to speak, 
the blank screen on which the event comes to be inscribed … the listener to trauma 
comes to be a participant and a co-owner of the traumatic event (p. 57).  
 
But for Curator B, this was her latest curatorial project, “it’s not ‘just a job’ because every 
job is a passion for me but it’s doing exhibitions and telling important stories that’s a 
passion for me, rather than telling a particular story”. These contrasting positions were to 
have a significant influence on the exhibition’s development as over time, their differing 
style and approaches caused strain. The tension between them probably contributed to 
what from an outside perspective was a very powerful exhibition (James, 2013; Marsden, 
2012; Read, 2013; Wilson, 2014), however it also strained working relationships and 
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caused stress, conflict and disappointment. The curators disagreed too on the extent to 
which the subject matter of the exhibition itself was a contributing factor to these 
circumstances and to the degree that organisational, managerial and other issues played 
a part. The museum’s Human Resources manager believed there was no more conflict on 
this project than others, and that such conflict is endemic to “museum culture”. As she 
explained, curators are: 
 
passionate, they want their professional perspective to be heard, they want to be 
recognised … they want to deliver more and deliver to the best of their ability … 
How do we get recognition in a public sector institution? Well you’re not going to get 
a bonus or remuneration. So what it is, is getting recognition from the work you’re 
doing and the outcomes you achieve is what distinguishes you. So getting that 
opportunity to do that bit of research or that particular program … It’s a culture of 
over-achievers. 
 
While these are important concerns and were very difficult for the individuals involved, they 
are not the key focus of this case study. Nonetheless, the divergent positions of witness 
and vocational curator influenced how the exhibition took shape and should be kept in 
mind in the following sections. 
 “we wanted to be open” 
Silent suffering is bondage,– 
giving voice is freedom 
–all of us together speaking is a very strong indictment. 
Are you up for it Australia 
–or is this just going to be another bureaucratic shuffle? 
Rachael Romero, Inside blog, 14 November 2011  
 
When the exhibition team started work, there was just one item in the museum’s collection 
that related to the history of institutional “care” -  a small, fund-raising badge for the United 
Protestant Homes Association. This initial paucity of material culture was one of the factors 
that led the team to use the testimony of Forgotten Australians as the core source material 
for the exhibition, largely generated through a blog. Curator A recalled that this strategy 
took time to coalesce and was largely a response to personal interaction with Forgotten 
Australians. After attending the apology at Parliament House, her job was to follow up and 
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secure their permission to use the photographs and video footage recorded that day. She 
spent weeks on the phone. Everyone she spoke to wanted to share their personal story—
their testimony —with her and in the exhibition. The word spread. “People were telling 
everybody, people were ringing me and saying ‘are you that lady doing the exhibition?’ It 
just spread like wildfire. So by then I was asking what objects people had, they’d say I’ve 
got this, I’ve got this. And I was making a list. So I was collecting stories and I was 
collecting lists of possible objects.” 
 
Faced with this overwhelming response, curator B came up with the idea of a blog to allow 
everyone to contribute, “we thought of the blog because we wanted to communicate with 
people, we wanted to be open. A blog hadn’t been used quite in that way at the NMA, 
hadn’t been used to get content. Not direct content.” The blog was also a response to the 
particular quality of Forgotten Australians’ speech and the curators’ desire to directly 
convey it in the exhibition. As curator A described it:  
 
They speak poetically. They would say something on the phone to me and it would 
sound like poetry to me. It would stick with me. It stuck with me so profoundly, I 
would just write it down … I kept sharing these with curator B … it was her idea that 
they would go on the wall in the exhibition, and we agreed on that together. 
 
The blog went online in December 2009 and became the focus of curator A’s work 
(National Museum of Australia). It closed in November 2011 when the exhibition itself 
opened, although a cached version was available for browsing via computers in the 
exhibition space in Canberra. It was not, however, part of the touring version. During its 
live period there were over 300 blogposts, most contributed by care leavers. 189 
comments were posted on the message board and numerous comments made in 
response – although statistics are not available, there is no doubt that the blog was 
accessed by thousands of people. Curator A explained:  
 
there was a real concern about the stories that wouldn’t fit in and the internet is 
endless so the blog was a way of including everybody’s story. The thing about the 
blog is that it became huge. Within nine months 7000 people had logged on, the 
museum had never seen anything like this, ever. It was the most successful website 
they’d ever had …the blog was positive, it gave everyone their moment. 
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Both curators credit the blog as fundamental to the exhibition because it enabled 
testimony, or as they put it, a “multiplicity of voices” and “diversity of narratives”.  
 
 
Figure 24: Inside blog page 
 
 
 Figure 25: Inside blogpost 
 
The blog provided a non-hierarchical space where care leaver memory and testimony 
could be made public and co-exist – accounts sometimes conflicted but were invariably 
emotionally charged. Forgotten Australians used the blog to recount events from the past 
and share their memories. Many of these were negative, about abuse and mistreatment, 
but they included fond memories too, stories about the importance of friendship, family and 
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support. There are descriptions of institutional life, the day-to-day routines, punishments 
and special occasions like Christmas and visiting days. Blogposts and comments also 
emphasised how children survived, the ways they bucked the system, broke the rules, 
eluded those in authority and managed to have fun despite the strictures of the institutional 
environment. The blog connected people: family members, old friends and former 
“inmates” found each other; Forgotten Australians living overseas contributed; notices 
were posted about reunions, protests and other gatherings and events. Questions about 
accessing records were common and the blog was used to refer people to resources and 
services and conveyed information and advice both from the museum and between 
participants.  
 
The flow of comments track how the blog was also used by Forgotten Australians to 
comfort each other, to express and seek solidarity and support, but also to acknowledge, 
question, challenge or corroborate each other’s memories—to witness to each other’s’ 
testimony. Here we see how the blog created the conditions for the formation of a 
community—or at least a temporary constellation of community—of care leavers, brought 
together by their shared identity as Forgotten Australians, and by making their experiences 
visible and accessible on the blog and for the purposes of the exhibition. Yet this 
community was diffused, even fragmentary, because comments and posts were 
contributed by disembodied individuals in private conditions, with only the blog itself giving 
the sense of integration. Arguably, this works well for Forgotten Australians, as one said to 
me, “we’re hard people …  stuck in our own little world”. Some blog contributors expressed 
that, because of their childhoods, feeling part of a community was a struggle for them:  
 
I didn’t have a real bonding sort of thing. They didn’t encourage it a lot of the time 
either. They sort of made you individuals so they didn’t like you hanging around in 
packs because they didn’t know what you were going to get up to. My escapism is 
what I did – I used to like to be on my own. I still do to this day. I prefer my own 
company to a lot of people’s company. 
Jim Myers, 15 December 2010 
 
Others expressed the opposite, “I sense a communion of spirit and vision between us” 
wrote Janice Konstantinidis in a comment on September 29, 2011. Media scholar Paul 
Arthur suggests that online testimony offers people who have experienced trauma a form 
of expression that reflects “the fragmented, shattered, volatile, and often incoherent, 
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experience of trauma and the attempts to describe it” (2009, p. 69). People can control 
how they present themselves—how much they reveal and how much they conceal—in 
posts and comments that can themselves be fragmented and unresolved: 
 
If telling one’s story is a key part of the process of coping with trauma, then a first 
step in “re-piecing a shattered self” may well be to simply display the fragments for 
others to see and, perhaps, have empathy with—pieces of written testimony among 
them (Arthur, 2009, p. 69).  
 
It is important to note that the blog was moderated by curator A. There exists, as the 
former executive officer of an advocacy organisation explained, “a lot of nastiness” among 
Forgotten Australians on social media: “don’t talk to me about facebook, get off it, don’t do 
it! So many personal attacks … the blog was audited in a way that facebook isn’t, it was a 
safe space.” Arthur also recognises institutionally supported websites such as the Inside 
blog as safe spaces for people who have experienced trauma to give testimony, be heard 
and validated. “If managed carefully,” he argues, “it can offer a safe haven” (2009, p. 73). 
The rules of the blog were made explicit and the museum provided clear guidelines to 
protect itself as well as contributors. Curator A read and vetted all contributions, made 
numerous comments in response to contributions and followed up requests to connect 
people off-line. She also wrote blogposts; many of these were about the objects being 
collected for the exhibition, highlighting that for the museum, a key purpose of the blog 
was assembling content for the exhibition. As moderator, she had a strong presence on 
the blog and contributors often acknowledged her role explicitly: 
 
I cant thank (curator A) enough for sending me the email from my nephew I have 
been looking for my sister for 40 years & with a stroke of her computer she made 
that happen thank u is not enough I would love to be able to give you what you 
deserve but I do not have it. From the bottom of my heart you found my family You 
did what I could not do. And Thank you does not even cover it I hope You know 
how special you are & the wonderful work that you do! It must feel so great to be 
able to make such a huge differance in peoples life. We are very lucky to have you 
Love Diane Mancuso You will always be a very special person to me 
Diane Mancuso, 6 October 2011 
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In having clearly-stated guidelines, the museum addressed issues of privacy, copyright 
and legal liability, crucial for the sharing of traumatic experiences. By making it clear that 
the views expressed on the blog were those of the contributors, it enabled the museum 
greater freedom to air potentially controversial or difficult material because it came via the 
contributions of multiple authors rather than from the museum itself. Yet, the blog gave all 
contributions a degree of authority too, as curator B put it, “we give it standing – ‘it’s the 
national museum’, that really matters. It’s exactly what people wanted, to be in the national 
museum.” Like the Senate Inquiry, the institutional framing of the blog gave all blog 
contributions legitimacy, positioning both curator A and the state itself as witness to the 
testimony of Forgotten Australians. As is consistently argued in the literature, testimony 
“does not even exist until it can be articulated and heard by a sympathetic listener” 
(Gilmore, 2001, p. 6).  
 
The blogposts were moderated but not edited, so there is a strong articulation of Forgotten 
Australians’ subjectivity, not only through the content but via expression, spelling, 
punctuation, layout and so on. The posts use multiple media too. Poetry predominates, 
alongside personal stories and anecdotes, extracts from books, autobiographies and 
personal memoirs, songs, interviews, photographs, newspaper clippings, drawings, 
paintings, maps, documents and objects, as well as links to radio and television interviews, 
articles, speeches, websites and so on. The blog thus created a highly charged affective 
environment of multiple visual, aural and textual layers. It didn’t just capture the past but 
also conveyed the realities of care leavers’ lived experience in the present. As such, it 
enabled a new accretive space for testimony outside of the political-legal context of the 
Senate inquiries, reports and similar formats that have dominated, and possibly limited, the 
testimonial landscape of care leaver history. Rhys Kelly argues that web-based digital 
technologies facilitate “more open forms of testimony” and that blogs in particular enable 
“a more open-ended narration”:  
 
An individual can write a story that is more contiguous with their experience, 
responsive to changes in circumstance, emotional state, or understanding. It can 
allow for the revision or updating of past views, in a process of ongoing reflection 
and elaboration. Different dimensions of self and experience can be presented side-
by-side, as part of a fuller life-story (2008, p. 15). 
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Although he is referring here to single-authored blogs, the multiple authors, locations and 
temporalities of the Inside blog could suggest an even greater potential for diverse forms 
of testimony to emerge, expressing dynamic perspectives and prompting dialogue. As a 
standalone project, the blog had significant value to Forgotten Australians, demonstrated 
most forcefully by comments relating to the blog’s closure: 
 
I suppose we have to realise at some point that we actually are nothing in the eyes 
of the government!! We were nothing back then as children and by removal of this 
website/exhibition the government is certainly showing that we Forgotten 
Australians are nothing yet again?? … My heart breaks yet again?? 
Leanne Hawkins, 13 November 2011 
 
Many Forgotten Australians come here to read of the stories and some come to tell 
their stories it gives them a place to write their stories without being doubted … Our 
stories are not completed and it may take many years for all those stories to be told 
some may never be told however we have a site which allows us to write our stories 
and we have a moderator who is able to direct us or point us in the right direction so 
we don’t point fingers when it is not neccessary but allows us to tell the story as it 
should be told from our hearts. 
WE LIKE THE SITE AS IT IS 
Without input from all those other Forgotten Australians this story will never be 
completed. 
Gary Harrison, 10 November 2011 
 
The use of the blog was also advantageous for the museum in many ways. It significantly 
extended its reach and allowed many Forgotten Australians, from all over the world, to 
contribute to the exhibition. While the blog was live, it built trust with Forgotten Australians 
and raised anticipation about the exhibition. Although now closed, it remains as an 
important legacy—a repository of testimony that could become part of the NMA’s collection 
(but is not, to date). The blog extended the civic nature of the museum space into the 
wider Australian community, allowing a space for legitimised testimonial dialogue. In 
respect to museums that address social issues and human rights, Jennifer Carter and 
Jennifer Orange observe that they “occupy a significant and symbolic space between the 
state and its citizens and play important roles in cultural diplomacy” (2012a, p. 112), an apt 
description for the way this blog operated in the wake of the numerous governmental 
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processes of Senate inquiries, reports and apology. Apart from anything else, the blog was 
an extraordinarily rich resource for the curators and became one of the major sources of 
material presented in the exhibition.  
“This was the time”: graffiti on the walls of the orphanage 
Of all three case studies, this exhibition gave testimony the greatest prominence. A 
fundamental decision made by the curators was to feature only the points of view of 
Forgotten Australians as far as was possible and not to include the perspectives of 
parents, other family members, staff, “care” providers, policy-makers, politicians and so on. 
“Absolutely this was the time for the children’s voice to be heard” argued curator B, “we 
only had these two years. It was their story; it was time for their story. It was the only way 
you could do it really.” Curator A concurred, “those in power, they’d had their voice. This 
was now the time in history (for the children) … we only had 200 square metres and once 
we started making space for another voice, we were then losing space for their voice.” 
They also wanted to keep the “museum voice” – an explanatory, didactic position – to a 
minimum. “I hate text panels” curator A said, “that was something we agreed on, that we 
just thought they’re boring, that people don’t actually read them”.  
 
As discussed, curator B had already come up with a structure for the exhibition that had 
been agreed to before the exhibition team came together. It is common practice in large 
museums (and was the case with Inside) that curators have the responsibility to determine 
the approach taken in each individual exhibition, based on research, interpretation and 
increasingly, consultation with “stakeholders”. Rather than being led by explicit directives 
from above, curators work together with other members of the exhibition team such as 
designers, conservators and educators to build consensus around their approach and 
ideas and then present these to management for approval at key points. The Inside 
exhibition also had a consultative forum that included representatives from the major 
stakeholder groups CLAN and the Alliance of Forgotten Australians, as well as staff from 
FHaCSIA. The exhibition team also reported to FHaCSIA every three months.  
 
The structure for Inside was simple – outside – inside – outside again – and covered the 
reasons why children were sent to institutions, life in the institutions and life afterwards. 
This structure was then subdivided into a number of themes. As signaled by the title, the 
largest part of the exhibition dealt with the period inside and covered themes such as 
“Inside the gates”, “Play”, “Bedtime”, “Work and School”, “Meals”, “Trauma” and “Locked 
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up”. The entry area included a brief historical overview and the theme “The way in”, which 
started with the words “Let me tell you … what it was like to grow up in an institution …”, 
establishing immediately that visitors were encountering the children’s point of view. The 
final section included the themes “Outside the gates” and “Apology and unfinished 
business” and dealt with the aftermath of “care”, including the impact on individual lives, a 
celebration of the achievements of individuals, and advocacy and protest by Forgotten 
Australians as a collective. The curators had also identified underlying emotional themes 
that were not articulated in the exhibition as such, but guided their choice of content and 
curatorial strategies. These included “no safe place, separation, abandonment, loss, 
neglect, exploitation, make the invisible visible, entrapment, enclosure, grief, despair.” 
 
As it was designed as a travelling exhibition, Inside was configured differently in each of 
the venues it was shown. Its core elements however, were a series of small-scale spaces 
created by walls, which were divided by gates, fences and object installations housed in 
showcases and niches. One reviewer described it was “like walking through the empty 
corridors and sparse dormitories of an abandoned institution” (James, 2013). The walls 
dominated and contrasted between white and a dark charcoal colour – all were covered in 
hand-written quotes, many of which came from the blog. These were accompanied by 
photographs, drawings, documents, newspaper clippings and so on. The quotes were 
presented in multiple different fonts and handwriting. The intention as curator B described 
it was to be “graffiti”: 
 
It’s the voice of the voiceless – graffiti – that’s what I wanted to reference and I 
thought it doesn’t matter if people don’t read everything, you walk through and grab 
whatever you want. It’s not too long, it’s not like a whole block of museum text.  
 
One Forgotten Australian I interviewed interpreted this slightly differently: “you know they 
did that for us, because so many of us can’t read very well so they put it in writing we could 
understand.” 
 
Objects and multimedia elements were distributed throughout the exhibition. Even though 
they had identified many original artefacts through the exhibition development process, the 
curators also worked with an artist to create installations. As curator B explained “her role 
was ambiguous and it was something the museum was uncomfortable with, but we did it to 
get some help, to help us frame our ideas”. Examples of these installations included a 
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wrought iron cot with a quote embroidered on to the sheet and a collection of objects 
around bedtime and bedwetting, including a rough wire-framed bed with sheets that the 
artist had stained with tea (Figures 27 & 28). These installations worked to heighten 
emotion by giving the testimony material and physical form. Curator B described it: 
 
Installation (as an art form) lends itself to traumatic histories because installation 
goes straight here (indicates her heart). If you write about urine soaked sheets, well 
it’s another thing to see them, you just go “oh”. That’s why I really wanted to use 
them, and use someone like (the artist) to help us. It’s still using the power of the 
object, that bed was a real bed. It’s in the collection. 
 
In all, the exhibition displayed over 100 objects and over 60 first-person quotes. Some of 
the objects have become part of the NMA’s collection (Figure 29).  
 
 
Figure 27: Bed-wetting installation, Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum, 2014 
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Figure 28: Cot with embroidery installation, Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum, 2014 
 
 
Figure 29: The Blick Bear, a stuffed bear made at Pentridge Prison, Victoria in the 1960s, and donated by its 
owner, Jeanette Blick. Courtesy of the National Museum of Australia 
“Speaking in their child’s voice” 
With each of the case studies in this thesis, regardless of the processes used to generate 
and capture the testimony of community participants, at a certain point the museum staff 
Page 139 
 
 
curate it into a narrative or series of narratives or themes, within an assigned temporality 
and exhibitionary logic or structure. In this section, I examine how this occurred with the 
Inside exhibition. At one level, decisions were pragmatic and instrumental, and the blog 
testimony along with quotes from books, reports and other sources were used to convey 
and populate the preordained themes. Curator B described it, “you’re trying to tell a story, 
it meant going through all these quotes ‘there must be a quote about mealtimes 
somewhere!’” Quotes were also chosen to achieve representativeness: a spread of stories 
from all the states, at different points in time, from the different types of institutions, run by 
a variety of providers, personal stories from both male and female care leavers and so on. 
In the first theme, “The Way In”, for example, there is a mix of quotes representing the 
experiences of Child Migrants, Stolen Generations and Forgotten Australians. These also 
covered a variety of the reasons why children were in “care” and their first impressions of 
institutionalisation.  
 
At another level, the expectations, needs and capacity of both those who participated in 
the exhibition and exhibition visitors influenced curatorial decision-making. The question of 
how extreme the testimony should be required careful calibration. Both curators believed 
that the various forms of abuse children endured had to be explicitly detailed. “We had to 
put in the horrible stories” Curator B argued, 
 
unless we put those in, no-one would ever trust you, it was a question of trust. Even 
though the rape, in a way, could distort the whole exhibition, it doesn’t matter really 
because you had to go to the darkest point. Because it was the first exhibition, I had 
to go right to the end, no matter what, even if it made the whole exhibition darker.   
 
Exposing abuse was essential to the exhibition having credibility with Forgotten 
Australians. Sociologist Jacqueline Z Wilson, herself a care leaver, argues that when 
“great suffering” is being represented, the primary question to be addressed is “to what 
extent does the representation do justice to the lived experience of those who were 
there?” (2014, p. 149) She continues, it “must embody an authenticity, an empathetic 
integrity for the subject, such that it will, ideally, induce in the knowledgeable insider an 
unreserved affirmation that this is indeed ‘how it was’”. The use of testimony is a key way 
that the exhibition established this authenticity. Yet curators needed to consider the 
“insider” perspective alongside that of “outsiders” – visitors – who have varying degrees of 
knowledge of this history and whose receptiveness was contingent on a range of attitudes, 
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beliefs and experiences. Establishing authenticity may take different curatorial strategies 
for insiders and outsiders. Outsiders may respond more positively to the authority of the 
museum’s “voice” and the deployment of objectivity to establish authenticity, as opposed 
to the emotion and moral appeal inherent to testimony. 
 
Traumatic content was presented throughout the exhibition but was concentrated in 
themes dealing explicitly with abuse, punishment and medical experimentation – “Trauma” 
and “Locked up”. The testimony presented in these themes is uncompromising and 
relentless, with diverse personal accounts combining to depict a system characterised by 
persistent abuse of power, chaos, lawlessness and the bewilderment of victims – “where 
were the guardians of the good?” Occasional statements from the Senate Inquiry are used 
to corroborate the victims’ accounts. Significantly, these areas are one of only two places 
that didactic text was used. As curator B explained, “we had to put in the bit about medical 
experimentation or else no one was going to believe us. And a few words about the Owen 
Swallow map.” This map, also known as the “Bunny Club” map depicts the Yarra View 
Training Camp in Lilydale, Victoria and was drawn by Owen Swallow (Figure 30). Swallow 
was unable to speak or write about his experiences and instead provided the map as his 
contribution to the exhibition. The map’s accompanying text read:  
 
The red crosses show where boys would hide from paedophile Brothers. The boys 
said they belonged to the “Bunny Club” because they knew where to hide. 
Dormitories 2 and 3 held the orphaned and mentally disabled boys. This was where 
most abuse occurred.  
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Figure 30: The “Bunny Club” map drawn by Owen Swallow. Courtesy of the National Museum of Australia 
 
Given Swallow’s muteness, this map is a particularly powerful testimonial object. Its 
potency was raised by two of my informants, the paper conservator who prepared the item 
for exhibition and commented “it made me feel really ill” and a Visitor Services manager 
who remarked “the Bunny map, that made me cry. Just thinking about it I’m tearing up.” It 
was presented alongside testimony about Brother Murphy, a notorious paedophile in 
Western Australian orphanages, a photo of Murphy and a quote from the Senate Inquiry 
about his fate. As the curator indicated, this is one of very few objects in the exhibition with 
an extended text label, all the others being simply tagged graphically with a manila 
cardboard label stamped with the object name and credit (Figure 31). Here we are faced 
with the limits of testimony. The curators decided that testimony is not enough when 
dealing with such extremity, that some subject matter needed museum authentication to 
be considered trustworthy by visitors. Thus testimony, objects, images and museum text 
are used in various combinations by curators to mutually support and reinforce key 
messages, but to ultimately maintain the museum’s authority. 
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Figure 31: Detail of object presentation and labelling. Courtesy of the National Museum of Australia 
 
In turn, the museum director had concerns about making sure the exhibition included a 
range of stories, good and bad: 
 
the great difficulty I think with Inside, is that clearly, both the act of witness, whether 
that was personal experience or experiences people saw, or had recounted to 
them, bound to the act of advocacy, encouraged one toward and I think very 
naturally, to a very singular position, and it was one that was totally in accord with 
the Senate committee. And in that, how did one speak truly to that history, to the 
acts committed against children but also the very clear social view that the 
Australian nation came to have of this, through its own parliament, as well as 
cherish stories that were quite different to that in ways that didn’t make people feel 
that they were being, that their contrary views were being diminished? And that was 
incredibly hard. 
 
A survey of the use of testimony in the remaining themes sees a pattern take shape that 
responded to this concern by ensuring diverse and contrary views were included in the 
exhibition. In all themes, there is a high proportion of care leaver testimony that conveys 
what happened. Then there is testimony that describes how it felt. Put together with 
imagery, objects and other ephemera, a certain perspective is then conveyed that 
articulates the curators’ secondary emotional themes. So, in the case of “Inside the gates” 
for example, the material conveys the austerity and regimentation of the institutional 
environment and how children felt abandoned – “on the dark side of the moon” as one put 
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it. In all the themes this dominant account is complicated by a small number of alternate 
perspectives. In “Inside the gates” these feature positive reminiscences about friendship 
and support – “Intermittent humanity was provided” and “I just want someone to know 
there was a good home, and I was lucky enough to be in it”. Apart from “Trauma” and 
“Locked up” where no alternative perspectives to the victims’ experience are provided, all 
the other themes carefully provide multiple and alternate perspectives. In this polyvocal 
approach, testimony proliferates, intersects and overlaps, building a network of memory 
that supports and ultimately authenticates the overall curatorial approach.  
 
Curator A contended that the director’s position translated into the managerial direction, 
“keep your distance and tell the good stories”. For her, remaining detached was not only 
impossible in certain circumstances when she was faced with individuals experiencing 
distress and/or at real risk of harm, but in her view, also wrong:  
 
(t)here’s a moral obligation that the burden of narrative be shared, I don’t mean a 
compulsion or a prescription to tell. But the fact that the only people who bear the 
burden of that narrative are the ones who were the victim to it, is unethical. 
 
For her, encountering Forgotten Australian testimony should always be met with ethical 
witnessing—a position of engaged listening and empathic, communal response, including 
a commitment to acting in the interests of the other. Not only by the museum, but by 
visitors to the exhibition too. To strive for a “balanced” view is antithetical to such a 
position, or at the least, runs the unacceptable risk of re-traumatising those who testified 
by not sharing “the burden” of witnessing. As Laub (1992) puts it, “if one talks about the 
trauma without being truly heard or truly listened to, the telling might itself be lived as a 
return of the trauma – a re-experiencing of the event itself” (p. 67). 
 
At all the venues, museum managers were concerned about the impact of traumatic 
testimony on both visitors and staff. Each museum instituted a series of strategies 
including staff training and de-briefing, the development of frequently asked questions, 
referral procedures and the inclusion of a “relaxation” space within the exhibition. Planning 
was undertaken in consultation with Forgotten Australian organisations in each state, 
which then provided training for museum staff. The training always included care leavers 
sharing their personal stories—a further utilisation of testimony. For the museum staff, the 
training was the first time they had knowingly met or thought about Forgotten Australians. 
Page 144 
 
 
Apart from curator A, all the museum staff I interviewed, which included staff from the NMA 
and two state museums, acknowledged that they had no previous knowledge of the history 
of out-of-home “care” in Australia.  
 
Strategies and information were also shared among the museums who hosted the 
exhibition. These reveal conscious institutional efforts to contain the potentially traumatic 
effects of the exhibition. The project manager for one of the venues relayed that she’d 
been informed by the NMA that “the stakeholders were difficult” and to avoid public 
programs such as seminars or forums as “Forgotten Australians don’t speak with one 
voice”. She felt her own institution perceived the exhibition as a “downer” and were 
reluctant to promote it. In both host museums where I undertook research, there was no 
marketing or provision for public programs or tours of the Inside exhibition, as is usually 
routine for travelling exhibitions. “They didn’t want to open it up” is how the project 
manager put it, “our management was wary as there had been lobbying (by Forgotten 
Australians) in other states … our Head of Corporate Services was very concerned with 
our duty of care to staff and visitors”.  
 
Curator A felt however, that the concern about visitors was about more than risk 
management and safety. It reflected instead that Forgotten Australians were not 
considered to be like other museum visitors, were somehow “other” or aberrant. For her, 
this did not adequately acknowledge the shared nature of this history and had a divisive 
effect: 
 
There’s an “either or”, “them or us” thing in there. With that “make the visitor feel ok” 
thing. What they forget, is that Andrew Murray calculated that one in ten Australians 
would have a loved one or a work colleague or know someone who was in a home. 
This is ALL of our story, it’s my story and when I say my story, I don’t mean that I 
am a Forgotten Australian. It touched all of us. 
 
She expressed a further concern that the emphasis on testimony took place at the 
expense of a comprehensive explanation of why this history had occurred—too much 
“liberal humanism” and not enough “historical materialism” is how she describes this 
problem: 
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What I see in the exhibition, is what I see in the wider Australian government 
approach to Forgotten Australians. I’m sick of stories without the historical 
materialism. We have a social services paradigm and we’ve got the Royal 
Commission. And they are all testimony-driven. You go and you seek counselling 
and you can you stand on a stage and you tell your story … but there’s no public 
narrative, no notion of a super-structure, a structural critique, a systemic narrative. 
 
The CEO of a community-based advocacy group and service provider backed up this point 
of view: 
 
The exhibition was set up in a particular style, there was not enough scope to 
contextualise, nothing about accountability. It’s affirmative of suffering but not 
transformative, nothing post-apology has achieved transformation for people. It’s 
one thing to acknowledge suffering and another to award some kind of 
compensation or redress. To make tangible changes.  
 
Again, we are confronted with the limits of testimony and fundamental tensions as 
museums juggle responsibilities to survivors and other stakeholders, audiences, funders, 
institutional partners and governing bodies. Paradoxically, although the Senate Report 
recommended the exhibition as a “tangible” reminder of this history, in accentuating 
testimony, Inside was potentially not tangible enough and did not adequately explain and 
interpret the past with facts and information—with history. Like the other case studies, 
tension arose between rational and affective engagement and between history and 
memory. Curator B explicitly rejected a didactic approach to the subject matter, claiming “I 
don’t care if they (visitors) learn anything, I want them to feel something”: 
 
I wanted people to come and be touched and be slightly changed … It was not an 
exhibition about the Homes, how many Homes and so on, but about the lives lived 
in those Homes. A history of those people as children … stories more than history. 
No single narrative but an unresolved pattern of narrative, there was a sense that 
there was no finish. 
 
Visitors being “changed” is another way of describing an empathic response, which from 
this perspective can only occur through emotional and experiential engagement. In 
contrast, for curator A, empathy is predicated on having a fulsome, rational understanding. 
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Whether one or other of these divergent positions is more likely to prompt witnessing is a 
fundamental challenge in representing trauma via testimony. 
 
Like curator B however, the former executive officer of an advocacy organisation and 
member of the exhibition’s consultative forum emphasised the importance of simply 
channeling testimony and conveying children’s perspectives, which gave the exhibition 
such a distinct character. For her, the exhibition: 
 
allows people to speak to other members of the community and it lets them speak 
in their child’s voice, they weren’t speaking looking back as an adult. The exhibition 
took their experience as children and reflected them in a way that nobody listened 
to them at the time. This was terribly important that you hear the voices of the 
children. Not just the voices of the survivors but the voices of the children.  
Witnessing by the nation? 
Like all commemorative projects, the aim of prevention is embedded within the Inside 
exhibition’s logic. To prevent what happened in the past however, requires listening, 
acknowledging and understanding – witnessing – in the present. Yet all my informants 
agreed that despite all the advocacy, all the reports, the apology and the exhibition, the 
testimony of Forgotten Australians was yet to be truly witnessed by the Australian public. 
Curator B argued: 
 
they don’t even know about the apology. People my age, they know there were 
Homes (but that’s all)—the erasure of Homes from the public memory is 
extraordinary, the denial! Who do you think they were, who do you think was in 
those Homes?  
 
The history of children in “care” potentially implicated all Australian society. Not just “a lot 
of powerful people and organisations out there, throughout society” as one advocate put it, 
but all of us. “It’s us. It’s talking about us. Aboriginal people talk about ‘them’, child 
migrants talk about ‘them’ but this is about us, it’s us, our history. It’s harder somehow” is 
how curator B reflected on this. Certainly, this history has not permeated popular culture to 
the same extent as the Stolen Generations for example, despite the publication of 
memoirs and the release of feature films such as Philomena (Frears & Coogan, 2013). 
Perhaps it is the case that the nation is still not ready to witness to this deeply confronting 
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history, an issue that will be explored in the next chapter through the analysis of visitor 
comments about the exhibition. Or perhaps it is due to the ways that testimony was 
deployed in the exhibition itself? 
 
That the testimony of Forgotten Australians has not taken hold in the public realm is 
extremely significant. As Whitlock (2015) argues, testimony is not guaranteed agency. The 
witnessing field is a zone of intense struggle with winners and losers, narratives that 
become operative and others that fail (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009). With the substantial 
resources inherent to the role of mediators, the curatorial shaping of Inside, just like 
Remembering Goodna, ultimately constrained the testimony, denying it political impact. It 
may be that this was inevitable in the case of an exhibition with such deep origins in the 
“politics of regret” (Olick, 2007), at an institution so inextricably bound to national politics 
through its raison d'état, funding and its own embattled history. Indeed, it seems that the 
arm’s length positioning of the NMA from government provided just the right distance for 
the appearance of legitimacy, yet restricted the will for advocacy. This position of 
supposed neutrality and exhibitionary strategies that relied on the presentation of multiple 
perspectives through the proliferation of testimony allowed the museum to avoid taking a 
determined stance in relation to historical injuries, responsibility and survivors’ demands 
for justice.  
 
For care leavers who are still seeking tangible redress, exhibiting testimony is not enough. 
I interviewed numerous Forgotten Australians about the exhibition and visited it with 
several groups and individuals when it was on display in Brisbane. Without exception, they 
strongly supported the exhibition and its approach but found visiting it harrowing. For many 
it stirred deeply traumatic issues and memories they continue to struggle with: “I saw 
photos at the exhibition, I was all churned up. Why did they have shoes? I saw photos of 
children with shoes and socks, why did they get shoes and socks when we only had rags. 
Why didn’t anyone care about us?” For others, nothing can ever truly represent what they 
experienced adequately: “they didn’t show the abuse. They can’t show the abuse, I know 
they can’t, but they didn’t show the abuse.” The exhibition did little to ease their personal 
burdens. Yet, they were intensely proud of it nonetheless. Most important for them all was 
the opportunity that the exhibition provided for them to be heard by the wider community, 
including their own families and acquaintances—for their testimony to be witnessed. The 
way and degree to which this occurred is the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Testimony and the politics 
and ethics of response 
 
This chapter considers the large number of written comments made by visitors in response 
to the three case study exhibitions to explore the ways that audiences encounter trauma 
and testimony in museums. In Chapter Two I examined theories of testimony and 
witnessing to delineate the kinds of “testimonial transactions” (Whitlock, 2015) taking place 
in contemporary museums. The case studies then detailed various ways that museums 
establish the conditions for, and curate, testimony. In this chapter I consider whether and 
how museums create a space for witnessing on the part of audiences, and how visitors 
enunciate and enact witnessing through their comments.  
 
As Macdonald (2005) observes, almost all museums offer visitors a chance to record their 
comments in a visitor book but these forums have been neglected as sources for 
information about the reactions, impressions and experiences of museum visitors (p. 119). 
She goes on to demonstrate that these books are a valuable research resource, which 
should be included in exhibition analysis, particularly as they are often the only information 
available about what visitors think and feel about particular exhibitions. This is indeed the 
situation with each of the three case study exhibitions as none of them are any longer on 
public display, making methods such as interview or observation impossible. Both 
Remembering Goodna and Inside were only ever temporary exhibitions. Exhibition panels 
have been disposed of and objects dispersed, returned to private and institutional lenders, 
with just some of the artefacts from Inside becoming part of the National Historical 
Collection of the NMA. With the ongoing activities at the Ration Shed, the Many Threads 
exhibition has been relocated to the sewing room in the former Domestic Science building, 
which in 2016 became part of the historical precinct. The sewing room provides a 
permanent home for the Many Threads group, who are delighted to have the exhibition 
around them, but it is no longer accessible to most visitors to the museum. While none of 
the museums undertook audience research during the time of the exhibition, each did 
provide a mechanism for audience comments, which I will examine in turn after a brief 
discussion of visitor books as research sources.  
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Visitor Comments: inscriptions and interactivity  
Graham Black (2005) asserts that the greatest demand on twenty-first century museums is 
to become “audience-centred”, which “requires a commitment to gaining and constantly 
updating a real knowledge and understanding of visitors” (p. 3). Macdonald (2005) too 
sees accessing audiences as a “pressing concern”, locating research about museum 
visitors in a broad social context that gives consumers greater agency and authority as 
“meaning-makers” rather than passive “‘receivers’ of ‘messages’’’ (pp. 119-120). This 
characterisation of visitors is echoed also in the shift from “education” to “learning” in 
museums, with the contemporary museum visitor described by philosopher Hilde Hein as 
a “learner” who is “not an empty receptacle, but an agent voluntarily engaged in self-
transformation” (see also Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hein, 2000, p. 120; Henning, 2006). 
Indeed, the rise of digital culture has embedded what has been called “participatory 
culture” (Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins, Purushotma, Weigel, Clinton, & Robison, 2009). 
Consumers and audiences today not only expect to participate by responding, 
commenting and “liking” cultural products, but the demarcation between producer and 
consumer has significantly shifted and blurred via forms and processes such as blogs, 
wikis, co-creation, “mash-ups” and the like - consumers now create content. Thus, over the 
past twenty or so years, the changing status, expectations and behavior of visitors have 
become a major focus for museums and museum studies alike. Yet, much of this work is 
sequestered under the rubric of “visitor studies” rather than penetrating the more 
theoretical aspect of museum studies. Exhibitions still tend to be considered either in terms 
of their production or their reception, but rarely both. While visitor books are studied for 
their basic function of eliciting feedback and increasingly in relation to how visitors respond 
to the subject matter of exhibitions, including those dealing with difficult heritage (Chen, 
2012; Isaac & Budryte-Ausiejiene, 2015; Nugent, 2014), Macdonald rightly points out that 
writing comments in and reading a visitor book is also a form of public participation in an 
exhibition that should “be seen an integral part of that exhibition – an interactive exhibit” (p. 
119).  
 
Here Macdonald is recognising interactivity in an expansive sense, like Andrea Witcomb 
(2003, 2006) who persuasively argues that definitions of interactivity in museums are far 
too limiting, albeit that interactivity is the terminology most frequently used to refer to the 
relationship between audience and exhibit. Commonly, interactivity refers simply to 
exhibits where an “interactive” device is added-on, particularly using multimedia, where 
“visitors push a button, touch a screen or manipulate an object in order to elicit 
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information” (2003, pp. 129-130). Witcomb insists that interactivity is more than just 
devices and can be “an imaginative and conceptual activity” (p. 131). She identifies and 
gives examples of strategies of “spatial” and “dialogic” interactivity whereby exhibition 
spaces and narratives are interactive in themselves in what she describes as a “move 
away from a didactic, hierarchical mode of communication towards an understanding of 
exhibition narratives as polysemic and open-ended”, where visitors have a role in 
producing the exhibition’s meanings (p. 130). Interactivity is particularly important in efforts 
to democratise museums, she argues, because it involves thinking of the audience first 
and enabling a place for their knowledge and experience to contribute to exhibitions and 
other projects (2006).  
 
In the context of contemporary “experiential” museums, Witcomb recognises a new 
approach to interactivity based on “immersion” and affect (2006, 2015). There remains a 
continuing faith in technology and theatrical effects to achieve this however, as Sophie 
Oliver (2016) observes, interactive technology is used “as a means of providing visitors 
with an experience of the past that is personal, emotional and, as a result, engaging” (p. 
98). Williams (2010) asserts that because “moral education is at the heart of memorial 
museums”, visitors to these and similar exhibitions are directly faced, even confronted, 
with issues of personal culpability and responsibility as part of the museum’s central 
narrative, often via interactive techniques such as the issuing of identity cards, spatial 
techniques such as the “prejudiced” and “unprejudiced” doorways at the Los Angeles 
Museum of Tolerance or even more directly through dialogues where “trained facilitators 
encourage visitors to examine their feelings and share them in a controlled environment” 
(p. 237).    
 
As I discussed in Chapter Two, the use of mediated testimony in exhibitions activates 
dynamic “testimonial transactions” and makes demands of museum visitors as witnesses, 
establishing what Ashuri and Pinchevski designate a “field of witnessing” (2009, pp. 136-
137). Visitors are an essential group of agents in this field, which is a zone of intensive 
negotiation and contestation. As Ashuri and Pinchevski argue, audiences are more than 
just “decoders” of meanings “encoded” by museums, but draw on their own resources to 
make judgments. Audiences are “spectators on one hand, and moral agents on the other” 
(2009, p. 141). This aligns with Witcomb’s interpretation of interactivity as “dialogic” and 
indeed raises the stakes, as witnessing is, at its core, an ethical encounter that demands a 
moral response on the part of visitors. One of the primary aims of this chapter then is to 
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look at how testimony invites interactivity and dialogue. Firstly, as a demand for 
recognition and response – witnessing – from visitors, and secondly, as an intervention 
into the development of their historical consciousness and the shaping of collective 
memory, which may then connect to humanitarian activism.  
 
Communications scholar Chaim Noy (2016) sees museum visitor books as a form of 
audience participation, as well as a mode of performance and representation. Visitor 
books “afford and shape access to the public sphere” – albeit institutionally “offered and 
framed” access – by providing a space for visitors to perform their reception of the 
museum’s messages and convert their personal experiences into public inscriptions: 
 
The institution’s invitation that visitors ‘speak for themselves’ is set in order to 
emotionally and experientially authenticate and validate the museum narration. This 
authentication process touches on the public sphere, intending to make ‘emotions 
or personal experiences part, not of individual, but of public consciousness’ (p. 
276).  
 
This resonates with Nancy Fraser’s characterisation of public spheres as “arenas for the 
formation and enactment of social identities”, where participation “means being able to 
speak ‘‘in one’s own voice’’, thereby simultaneously constructing and expressing one’s 
cultural identity through idiom and style” (quoted in Kennedy, 2011a, p. 266). According to 
Noy (2008), visitors interact with and through visitor books in multiple and creative ways, 
so they are more than just functional means of conveying information and impressions but 
are “dynamic, embodied, and aesthetic cultural sites in and of themselves” (p. 176). He 
draws attention particularly to the materiality of visitor books, arguing that the books’ 
material and spatial conditions “permit, restrict, elicit, and limit various uses and 
meanings”. As writing, unlike speech, always involves some sort of “person-device” 
interaction, he states that “there is no such thing as ‘unmediated writing’” (p. 177). Noy’s 
work therefore emphasises the medium over the message and conceives of visitor books 
as spatial, embodied and performative communication devices. His case studies 
demonstrate how the physical setting and location of the book, the form of book and 
writing implement, as well as the size, graphic style, spelling and grammar of visitors’ 
inscriptions all matter, opening multiple interpretative pathways (2008, 2015, 2016). Mary 
Alexander (2000) concurs with this perspective. Her exploration of visitor comments in 
response to a Smithsonian exhibition about sweatshops in the United States highlights 
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how the setting, contextual information (which included scrapbooks of newspaper clippings 
about the exhibition itself and the controversies it had aroused) and institutional framing of 
questions for visitors led them to leave responses that were “intelligent, articulate, 
sophisticated and sometimes vehement” (p. 86), inferring that these factors influence 
visitor comments. 
 
In respect to visitor comments as research data, Macdonald considers the “context of their 
production” (p. 122) important too, noting that a particular value of visitor comments is that 
they are produced independently of specific research agendas or relationships and are 
“inscriptions of visitor interpretations and thus provide access to aspects of visitor 
meaning-construction” (p. 122). She warns against regarding them as more legitimate or 
“unmediated” however. Beyond possibly name, age and place of residence, visitor books 
provide little in the way of demographic information, so their value lies not in making socio-
demographic correlations or ascertaining representative opinions, but in enabling access 
to what visitors think and feel, much of which may be unanticipated by researchers. A 
simple but important point is that visitors choose to leave comments in a visitor book, it is 
not a “compulsory” part of the museum visiting experience. While this could be seen as a 
limitation of the data, in the context of testimony it is undoubtedly important as the 
willingness to listen, give attention and respond is widely considered an essential and 
fundamental premise of witnessing (K. J. Butler, 2013; Felman & Laub, 1992; Greenspan 
et al., 2014; Jolly, 2014; La Capra, 2001; K. Oliver, 2004; Whitlock, 2001). So even the 
action of leaving a message on the part of a visitor, apart from the semantic and semiotic 
content of the comment, can be understood as witnessing.  
 
Certainly, in the case of both Remembering Goodna and Inside, museum staff anecdotally 
reported high rates of visitor response to the exhibitions. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
work out what proportion of visitors left comments as none of the museums collect data on 
total visitor numbers to individual exhibitions as opposed to the museum as a whole. 
Nonetheless, staff reported their impressions that significantly more visitors to these 
exhibitions sought to engage them in conversation and leave messages than was usual, 
and that there were fewer whimsical, irrelevant or nonsensical responses than they usually 
received. As the Visitor Services Manager at Queensland Museum commented:  
 
That exhibition had an air about it that indicated that it was a serious thing and not 
something to take lightly.  So, I feel that in that regards people were treating it with 
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respect. I get the feeling that there wasn’t much, if any at all, of that inappropriate 
stuff.    
 
In their discussion of “testimonial cultures”—dynamic proliferations of testimony and 
witnessing around which communities and collectives form—Ahmed and Stacey (2001) 
argue that “the effects of testimonial forms are dependent on the contexts in which they 
are used”, and that  
 
testimony does not reflect some already existent truth, politics or ethics, but it 
creates the conditions for its own existence and reception, by constituting different 
configurations of self, space and community … its ethical and political implications 
cannot be witnessed until after it has been spoken, and has assumed a force and 
indeed a life of its own (p. 5). 
 
Thus, the reception of testimony in museums needs to be assessed in its particularity such 
that these very “configurations” and “implications” become apparent. What kinds of 
emotions, obligations and moral demands are felt by visitors who encounter testimony in 
museums? How do they understand and enunciate these? In responding to testimony, 
what forms does their witnessing take and where, or to whom, is it directed? How do 
visitors understand their own position in these “testimonial transactions”? These are some 
of the questions that were in my mind in approaching the visitor comments, and then the 
comments themselves revealed others.  But first, a brief description of the analytical 
approach I take to these enduring remains of the exhibitions. 
Methodology and analytical approach 
In line with the insights about visitor books I have just outlined, I approach the visitor 
comments mechanisms used in the three case study exhibitions not just as texts, but as 
interactive elements of the exhibition through which visitors articulate and enact their 
responses – cognitive, emotional and ethical. As such, I consider their positioning within 
the space and design of the exhibition, their material form, the material qualities of the 
inscriptions, their semantic and semiotic content, their graphic style, form of address and 
temporal orientation (Macdonald, 2005), as well as their “voice, idiom and expression” 
(Kennedy, 2011a, p. 266). In taking into account the intrinsically mediated nature of the 
comments – invited and designed by the museum – my analysis regards them as the 
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material traces of the testimonial exchange or what Paul Frosh calls “witnessing texts” 
(2008).  
 
To analyse the comments, I read through them all and interpreted and recorded the key 
message or messages within each one, generating lists of these. I did not seek out 
particular kinds of responses but recorded all responses, then grouped and categorised 
them. Although there was a great diversity of comments and responses, clear themes 
emerged and were consistently repeated, albeit in different registers. I recorded key-words 
that recurred, such as all the words visitors used to express emotions. I took note also of 
whether the comments were specifically directed to anyone and how visitors self-identified, 
if they did – as a Forgotten Australian, a Cherbourg resident or former staff member of an 
institution for example. I took account of how and whether visitor comments interacted or 
stimulated dialogue between visitors. Any notable single, or minimal numbers of comments 
that didn’t fall into the frequently occurring categories were also assessed for expressing 
minority, or indeed opposing, views. Once I had categorised all the comments, I 
thematically grouped them a second time into “metadata” categories. I found that despite 
some smaller groups of comments that related to just one exhibition – such as comments 
about the “creativity” of the Many Threads women and exhibition, for example – consistent 
categories became evident across the responses to all three exhibitions. These were: 
 
• Engagement with the subject matter: comments about the specific issues of child 
protection, mental health, institutionalisation and race relations in the past, present 
and future as well as comments about more general topics such as Australian 
history, religion, justice, government policy and so on; 
• Emotions: comments that expressed visitors’ emotions; 
• Learning and/or education: comments about having learned or what they found 
interesting about the exhibition; 
• The exhibition: comments about the quality of the exhibition or specific components 
or aspects of the exhibition;  
• Personal stories: comments where visitors shared their own experiences or those of 
their friends or family members; and 
• Generalisations and platitudes: general statements about notions such as 
humanity, unity, peace and fortune/misfortune, some of which were sayings or 
clichés. 
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I then calculated the prevalence of these categories in relation to each exhibition. It is 
interesting to note that the twin aims of pedagogy (“using history to teach ethics”) and 
commemoration (“never again”), which are usually given as the central motivation for 
memorial museums and projects such as these (Andermann & Arnold-de Simine, 2012; 
Arnold-de Simine, 2013; P. Williams, 2007), rated only minimally, comprising about 2% of 
comments across the three exhibitions. Prevalence is, of course, just one factor in 
analysing the comments but I did find that calculating prevalence upset the impressions I 
gained simply reading through the comments. As Macdonald notes—not critically—most 
analyses of visitor comments “use nothing more formalised than intelligent critical reading” 
(2005, p. 123) and many examples of this approach provide valuable perspectives, see 
Jenny Edkins’ account of the visitors’ books at Dachau concentration camp memorial as a 
case in point (2003, pp. 145-149). However, calculating the numbers revealed for 
example, the pervasiveness of sadness as the primary emotional approach to these 
exhibitions, which I had skimmed over in my initial reading in preference to the more 
intense expressions of shame and anger, which first caught my eye and interest. As my 
analysis will show, these different emotions can have very different effects. Consequently, 
the quantitative analysis supported an analysis that was less “shaped” by agendas I may 
have brought, even inadvertently, to the research (Macdonald, 2005, p. 122). Other 
interesting patterns were revealed through the analysis, which I will now discuss case-by-
case, along with findings specific to each of the exhibitions.  
A book, boards and a washing line: the Ration Shed museum and 
Many Threads 
Visitor books are probably the most common, and arguably the most traditional, form for 
recording visitor responses in museums. Based on the tradition of the guest book, whose 
purpose is for guests to simply record their names, the dates of their visit and some sort of 
message of appreciation to their hosts, these books position museum visitors as guests. 
The Ration Shed Museum has such a book and I assessed a random selection of 250 
comments from consecutive pages of this book in 2016. Most visitors to the Ration Shed 
come in groups. School and educational groups are the largest category of visitors, 
followed by churches, social services providers and community organisations, particularly 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations from across south-east Queensland. 
Other visitors come in small groups of couples, friends and families. Many people call and 
book their visit in advance, given that Cherbourg is far from major centres and over 100 
kilometres from the main highway. Increasing numbers of people do however, drop in to 
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visit, particularly from the surrounding district, as well as overseas visitors who seek out 
contact with Aboriginal people. Solo visitors are, however, very rare. All visitors are taken 
on a tour by an Elder of the community or a member of the museum staff or a volunteer. 
The tours are relatively informal with plenty of opportunity for asking questions and 
personal interaction. Visitors are then left to browse the exhibitions at their own pace and 
wander around the historical precinct. Tour groups also often watch films and dance 
performances, take part in an art workshop, learn to throw a boomerang, have a barbeque 
and morning or afternoon tea of “mission food” of billy tea, fried scones and damper. 
Visitors can help themselves to tea and coffee, bring their lunch along and relax in the 
grounds or on the verandah. A visit to the Ration Shed is very much a “day out” so the 
guest book format is not incongruous. 
 
The book is a relatively large, hardback book of landscape format with gilt edges. Inside, 
the pages are lined with the headings “Date”, “Name and Address” and “Remarks” in a 
cursive font at the top of each page. It is located prominently on the front counter of the 
former Superintendent’s Office, which is now the entry to the museum. This is where 
visitors arrive, buy their ticket—an adaptation of the permit Aboriginal people were 
required to have to come and go from the settlement—and start their tour. Pens are 
provided and visitors stand to write their comments. Often, Elders and museum staff will 
invite visitors to write in the book at the end of their tour or when they are leaving. It is not 
a surprise then that almost half the comments (46%) are about the quality of the museum 
and the visiting experience: “Incredible. A really special place”, “amazing”, “wonderful” with 
15% of these expressing thanks, often addressing their guide or other staff personally by 
name: “A most enlightening experience. Wonderful to be able to gain a greater 
understanding of the history and current workings of the community. Thank you Matthew 
for your conversations.” The book is part of an experience of hospitality offered by the 
Ration Shed Museum and underscores that this is a museum owned and operated by the 
Cherbourg community.  
 
With individual exhibitions, however, the Ration Shed has established opportunities for 
visitors to comment that are more integrated into the exhibition design. These usually take 
the form of notice boards within the exhibition space with themed note papers for visitors 
to write on and then pin up. In the exhibition Play the Ball about sport in Cherbourg for 
example, note papers are in the shape of footballs and visitors are encouraged to “Keep 
the sporting history in motion by placing your comments here” (Figure 32). For the Many 
Page 157 
 
 
Threads exhibition, the group came up with the idea of a clothes line that visitors could 
peg their comments on to, continuing the domestic theme of the exhibition. Pieces of 
calico, 15 by 30 centimetres, were provided along with felt tipped pens and pegs in old-
fashioned peg bag aprons. A small table was available for writing comments and a clothes 
line was strung around the perimeter of the small gallery. Even more so than the notice 
board option, this fully designed approach integrated the visitor comments into the 
exhibition and visitors added comments over time until the lines filled up (Figure 33). I 
analysed 81 comments that had been made by October 2104, eight months after the 
exhibition opened. 
 
 
Figure 32: Visitor comments, Play the Ball exhibition, Ration Shed Museum 
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Figure 33: Visitor comments pegged to the “washing line”, Many Threads exhibition, Ration Shed Museum 
 
The greatest proportion of comments - 57% - were about the exhibition itself. This is the 
single largest category of any comments to all three exhibitions. Most comments were 
directly addressed to the women of the Many Threads group, with 20% of comments 
thanking them for the exhibition. The comments expressed “awe” and “inspiration”, 
congratulating the women on their skills and creativity: “Your display is awesome, very 
creative”, “Many Threads well done Ladies. Very inspirational women … Role models to 
many.”  
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As Chapter Three described, intensive processes of testimony and witnessing took place 
in the workshops during which the Many Threads group developed the artworks on tea 
towels that comprised the exhibition. Unlike the other two case study exhibitions, Many 
Threads did not feature the testimony of, or attributed to, individuals. The tea towel 
artworks are however, a form of mediated witnessing. For members of the group who had 
been domestic workers or were affected by members of their family working as 
domestics—growing up in the dormitory while their mothers worked away from the 
community, for example—creating the tea towel artwork was a process of witnessing to 
their own and others’ experience and “working through” traumatic memory. For others 
without direct experience of these events, workshop processes such as the yarning circle 
and listening activity encouraged them to witness to the testimony of other members of the 
group and then translate this testimony into artworks. The artworks fitted in to an overall 
narrative about being a domestic worker. With a straightforward linear form, the narrative 
recounted specific events in the life of a domestic worker, both positive and negative, and 
expressed how Cherbourg women felt about this work, finishing with a strong conclusion 
or axiom about the importance of women supporting each other: “Our message to other 
women who have suffered is to work with your pain, find your strength and support each 
other by coming together with other strong women.” 
 
Visitor comments demonstrated some response to this narrative, with 17% of visitors 
reflecting on the subject matter. The largest group of these comments (6%) indicated that 
visitors hadn’t been aware of this history or were thinking about the past differently: 
“Amazing experience. Thank you for allowing us to see life from another perspective” and 
“Thank you for telling me your experience and for me to hear someone with first-hand 
knowledge”. The next largest group (5%) responded to the narrative’s messages about the 
strength of Cherbourg women and solidarity among women: “Women hold up half the sky 
– so we have to be strong”, “I leave here feeling proud to be a strong woman. Beautiful 
work by Beautiful women” and “Exquisite exhibition. All the strong ladies of Cherbourg”.  
 
Only 8.5% of the comments about Many Threads directly expressed emotion, which was 
the lowest for this category of any of the three exhibitions. A larger number, 15.5%, of 
comments in the Ration Shed visitor book expressed emotion. Sadness (6% for Many 
Threads, 10% in the visitor book) was mentioned the most, followed by pride (2.5% in 
each) and hope (2.5% in each). Visitors from outside the community described feeling sad 
about the history or characterised Cherbourg’s history as “sad”, “moving” or “emotional”: “A 
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journey that was sad but amazing in the arrival” commented a visitor from Bundaberg, 
another wrote “Excellent display, a true record of your sad history”, with the word “sad” 
inserted with a caret (^). Comments that expressed pride were more likely to come from 
Cherbourg residents or other visitors who identified as Aboriginal: “Too Deadly, my sister. 
Mothers of Cherbourg keep it up. Cherbourg is moving on. Make us proud and keep 
strong.”  
 
26.5% of comments in the visitor book mentioned learning or history. These comments 
tended to be very brief and only 4% of these made direct comments about the subject 
matter of the museum. Of those that did, many indicated that they were learning about 
their own history: “Thank you for showing me my roots, it was good to know my 
background of me and my people”, “It was sad for our Elders” and “Such a lovely place of 
our old people, love it”. In response to Many Threads, one boy drew a picture on his piece 
of calico and wrote, “This is Nan and Pop at the creek cooking damper and putting water 
on the fire”. The most striking aspect of the visitor comments to both Many Threads and in 
the Ration Shed visitor book, are the negligible number of personal comments like this 
one. There were not enough to even register as a category. In about 5% of comments, 
Aboriginal visitors expressed their identity or signed with their name and clan group: 
“Touched the heart”, (female), Wulli Wulli; “Such an amazing experience”, (male), Wakka 
Wakka and “Such a wonderful visit, so much information, very emotional, I can relate to 
this place, I am a Kalkadoon from out west”. Only one visitor from outside the community 
even hinted at feeling any sort of personal involvement in the history: “A few home truths!”, 
(male), Toowoomba.  
 
Overall, visitor comments acknowledge the general intention of the museum and directly 
address either the Cherbourg community or the Many Threads women: “I am sorry your 
people had to endure so much. You have made an incredible healing space. Kia Kaha15”, 
“Thank you for sharing your stories ‘from the heart’ and remembering those who came 
before you” and “You all should be so proud of restoring such an important historical site, 
that shares your history and celebrates the strength and Happiness you were able to find 
even in these extreme inhumane conditions.” The comments express solidarity and 
encourage and applaud the community’s efforts. This is underscored by there being no 
comments that fit the category of generalisations and platitudes. It is strongly apparent that 
                                               
15 Maori saying, meaning ‘stay strong’. 
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visitors are aware that they are in somebody’s place, a space that has been created by the 
Cherbourg community, for the Cherbourg community, to honour their forebears and 
families. The domestic scale of the buildings, the tour, personal interaction with members 
of the community and the guest book format reinforce this. Visitors give recognition to the 
museum’s narratives of strength, pride and resilience, which it should be noted, are all 
written in the first person. There is very little evidence however, of any sense of implication 
in the history or shared responsibility for it on the part of non-Aboriginal visitors, or of 
reference to the present or the future by any visitors.  
Ring binders: Remembering Goodna 
A version of visitor book was also the approach taken in the Remembering Goodna 
exhibition. As discussed earlier, the final theme of the exhibition “Beyond Goodna” 
incorporated a “chill out” area with sofas, rug, coffee tables, ipods for listening to audio 
material and an extensive number of brochures with information about mental health and 
services in the city. This was also the location for the “First Aid box” exhibition of artworks 
and an installation of patients’ personal belongings formed an edge to the space. The 
visitor books were located adjacent to this area, next to the large entrance/exit door, in a 
designated, but connected, space (Figure 34). In this location, the visitor books were 
therefore part of the most interactive section of the exhibition, which also featured the most 
personal and recent stories.   
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Figure 34: Visitor comments in ring binders, Remembering Goodna exhibition, Museum of Brisbane 
 
The books took the form of two large ring binders, colour co-ordinated with the exhibition, 
located on a bench, with pens attached to the folders. Stools were provided so visitors 
could sit to write and two sets of “instructions” appeared on the wall and on the A4 sheets 
in the binders themselves: “Share your Goodna story …” and “Leave your comments 
about our exhibition …” (Figures 34 & 35). Take-home postcards featuring artwork by 
people who’d experienced mental health difficulties and kept personal journals (which 
were on display in the exhibition), were located on the bench between the two binders. 
The postcards had information about the positive value of keeping a journal for 
maintaining mental health on the back and were intended as a way of acknowledging that 
this is a matter of concern for everyone. The co-location of these two exhibition elements 
is interesting. As Kennedy observes in relation to “Sorry Books” – books that circulated in 
Australia during the period around 1998 when the federal government refused to apologise 
to the Stolen Generations and were used by members of the public to express personal 
apologies – this genre “mediates between private and public spheres”: 
 
It bears some similarity to the personal journal or diary, in which people are 
expected to record their intimate feelings and thoughts with honesty. It also shares 
features of the condolence book, in which people express sympathy for the loss of a 
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loved one. Unlike ‘private genres’ such as the journal or condolence book, however, 
Sorry Books circulate in the public sphere, and constitute a public archive of 
mourning, dissent, regret and outrage (2011a, p. 265).  
 
This idea of a “public archive” can be applied to these binders too, as they invite both 
personal response (“your comments”) and a contribution to public history and collective 
memory (“your Goodna story”). The pages in the ring binder were lined and spaces were 
available for visitors to leave their names, age and suburb. 640 comments were made over 
the five months the exhibition was on display. 
 
 
Figure 35: Visitor comments binder and take-home postcard, Remembering Goodna exhibition, Museum of 
Brisbane 
 
The first thing to note about this format is that visitors tended to leave long messages. 
Most were at least a paragraph, many a whole page and several went over more than one 
page. The format also seemed to encourage dialogue between visitors, who remarked on 
other comments: “A fascinating and much needed insight into the care of those in need of 
psychiatric care. However, it is in the public commentary that many a story can be found.” 
(Male), 56, Cape Town SA. Often, different visitors wrote on the same page, in one case, a 
succession of three comments were made on the one page:  
 
I am a disability support worker and I work in the field of psychiatric disability. As a 
para-professional supporting people to transition out of hospitals and into the 
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community I am comforted by the attitudes and professionalism of the current staff 
at “The Park”. 
With the focus on community treatment my heart warms for the opportunities & 
hopes for people with psych. disabilities to recover and lead healthy lives without 
barriers. 
(Male), no personal details provided 
 
Everyone who whinges about the Stolen Generations should view this exhibition 
about Goodna - disgusting. The Stolen Generations was a picnic. 
No personal details provided 
 
The stolen generation, mental health patients & the disposed from Ireland, Scotland 
& Europe share a common history – being devalued & denied their human rights. It 
is vital to accept & understand difference. 
No personal details provided 
 
Museum staff also reported that visitors spent considerable time leafing through and 
reading the comments in the folders. Hand-writing gives the comments an individual 
character, many visitors underline for emphasis, or use capital letters. The provision of 
chained pens did not satisfy all visitors, although in this case it appears the visitor was 
frustrated with the points of view presented in the exhibition too: 
 
I cannot write with pen provided. It’s attached chain is jammed against the wall – 
hence, the pencil. Don’t forget, the nurses did not have it easy. Many were injured 
by a bad tempered patient. I was once kicked in the face by a patient whose boots I 
was placing on her feet. 
One horrible job which we (female) nurses had to do was to keep the hospital boiler 
room fired up with coal. To get to the boiler room we first of all unlocked a gate in 
the hospital grounds and, after locking gate behind us walked a short distance to 
boiler-room door. 
Remember we were then practically on the river bank, which was dark & lonely, - 
there were no lights apart from our own torches. That was 1941 to 1944. 
No personal details provided 
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In striking contrast to the Ration Shed, 30.5% of visitors contributed personal stories like 
this. Half of these were from people who worked in the mental health field, at Goodna and 
elsewhere across the world. Another 8% described their own experiences of mental 
health, sometimes identifying themselves by their diagnosis, illness or the hospitals where 
they’d been treated, including their memories of Goodna. A further 7.5% shared stories of 
friends and family members who were either former patients or experienced mental health 
difficulties, or had worked in the mental health field. As discussed in Chapter Four, the 
primary way that testimony appeared in the exhibition was in the form of edited, themed 
videos. The largest group of participants in the videos were former and current staff 
members who, having worked at the hospital at different points in time, expressed a 
diversity of personal experiences and views about the hospital and the treatment of mental 
health. Clearly, the prevalence of staff members in the exhibition encouraged visitors who 
worked in the field to also share their personal views and experiences. Conversely, in the 
case of the Inside exhibition which did not feature staff perspectives, only 1% of the 
comments at all three venues came from workers in the child protection or social services 
fields.  
 
A small but distinct number of the comments made by mental health workers (2%) 
addressed the traumatic issues raised in the video testimony – instances of violence, 
bullying and dereliction of duty. Here, some people challenged the rendition of these 
events or sought empathy for the position of staff:  
 
I worked Wolston Park Oct 1972-1974 & later worked in other institutions along the 
EAST coast as a nurse 
Wolston Park in my experience is not the worst hosp but because of the govt 
neglect, it was brutally cruel to all who lived & worked there. 
There are not enough voices here. You should have accessed more staff & patients 
(eg via HEU)16 - & considered the v. conservative ideology among the psychiatrists, 
& the Health Dept.  
(Male), 58, Northgate 
 
                                               
16 HEU – Health Employees Union 
Page 166 
 
 
We must remember that mental hospitals were placed out of sight and shunned. 
But in spite of this the staff continued to support the patient under very trying 
conditions.  
Maybe the community should say “sorry” to the patients & STAFF.  
(Male), 80, Brassall 
 
Others seemed to be trying to make sense of their experiences: 
 
Psychiatric Nurse from Victoria I worked in institutions during the 1970’s – 1990’s 
Closing them was the best thing but the care of the mentally ill still has a lot to be 
desired … When looking as some of the photo’s you realise that the institutions 
were built like prisons then they condemn the brutality??? 
The brutality existed and still does in other forms but the people I knew loved their 
patients and their work. 
Remember the Government built those places and then had the audacity to take 
credit for closing them. 
Victoria Queensland NSW Etc: they were all the same but good staff gave good 
care and love under trying circumstances – I can still smile at the memories and still 
feel sad at some of the tragic things. 
(Male), 52, Ashgrove  
 
Very few of the general visitor comments directly address the stories of abuse, with just 
two visitors detailing their experiences of abuse as patients of the hospital and another 
three visitors mentioning abuse in general terms: “It’s sad to see the ways us humans treat 
each other. Living in a world full of sadists using manipulative control. Those at Goodna 
deserve respect. Something they weren’t given.” (Female) no personal details provided. 
Friends and family members were the most likely to express frustration, anger or 
disappointment about what happened at the hospital or society’s attitude to mental illness: 
 
 My son was in Goodna as recently as 2004 and although he has come “through 
the shit storm” well, I can’t say the same for me. This exhibition reminds me, all too 
readily the feeling of powerlessness that I endured while he was there. The staff 
were adversarial and wanted everything their way. It didn’t matter that my son was 
autistic (didn’t even have a mental illness). Suddenly the staff were experts on that 
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too, when in fact, they knew very little about the condition. They did not want any 
parent input. 
(Female), 52, Corinda 
 
My brother was a patient (resident) at Goodna for 25 years. He had schizophrenia. 
Real schizophrenia. Not the present day drug-induced kind. I still hate people using 
the word “schizo” without knowing the disease. We attended many functions at the 
centre. It was a large part of our lives. We saw many changes in facilities and 
treatment of patients which is still continuing. There will always be a need for the 
hospital. Ill people cannot live unsupervised in the community. They must be kept 
safe from the uncaring general public. 
(Female), 54, Bundamba. 
 
Like the Ration Shed, sadness is the emotion expressed most frequently by visitors. Of the 
13% of visitors who mentioned emotion, half of them described feeling sad with another 
2% indicating something stronger –  the exhibition was “shocking”, “disturbing” and 
“frightening”. Other feelings that visitors expressed were inspiration and gratitude (that it 
didn’t happen to them), followed by a smattering of hope, incredulity and shame. These 
are similar finding to the responses to the Inside exhibition and I will discuss these 
emotional reactions in the next chapter. 
 
In my analysis of the video testimony in Chapter Four, I noted the way that the museum 
restrained the traumatic content of the testimony, containing it within overall narratives that 
emphasised the complexity of the treatment of mental health by providing many different 
points of view and balancing memory with history. Visitors responded to this, as the next 
largest category of comments in relation to Remembering Goodna referred to learning—
19.5%. In over half these comments, visitors claimed they’d known little or nothing of the 
history and expressed how important it was to know, using phrases such as “bringing it out 
into the open”, “not kept behind closed doors”, “made us aware” and “end the silence”. A 
further 14% of visitors engaged with the subject matter of the exhibition, with 5% of these 
contemplating changes over time in the mental health system and making links with 
contemporary issues: “Excellent presentation. Begs the question of how far have we really 
come in the understanding and treatment of these issues.” (Male), 50, Spring Hill, and 
“Very thought provoking. Where do we house our mentally ill now… on the street?” 
(Female), 52, Townsville. A further 2% made comments related to the future, and how “far 
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we still have to go” in the understanding and treatment of mental illness. 3.5% commented 
on the need to address the stigma associated with mental illness, which was a central 
objective of the museum in presenting this exhibition. Comments usually covered a range 
of issues and indicate that visitors gave careful thought to what they wrote: 
 
Its wonderful that the stories of the patients who lived at Goodna are finally being 
told and shared with the general public.  
It is a wonderful testimony to the lives of these disempowered people that this 
exhibition reveals. It also is a testament to the fact that everyone’s life is valuable. I 
feel the exhibition also helps in some small way to restore some sense of dignity 
and purpose to those people who were “interred” in Goodna. May this exhibition 
contribute to reducing the stigma that is still associated with mental illness. 
(Female), no age given, Caboolture  
 
14% of people commented directly about the exhibition, not a particularly high number 
given that one of the books was dedicated to “comments about our exhibition”.17 Half of 
these responded directly to the personal stories in the exhibition, a clear majority referred 
to the First Aid box artworks: “Our favourite was the first aid boxes, they are very real and 
touching, even when you haven’t been through what they have, you feel like you somehow 
know them, beautiful.” (Females), 16, 19, 14, Nudgee and “Very inspirational – the first aid 
boxes. Could relate to them and will start my own.” (Female), 20. About a quarter made 
mention of the issue of balance: “Great! Handled and presented with a great deal of 
respect and seems to present both sides of the story! (Male), USA, no age given, and 
“Really moving. I got a sense of the development of the Goodna institution and what it was 
like to live in them. I thought it was a very balanced exhibition – happy and sad memories 
and experiences. There was shocking and softening stuff.” (Female), 36, Fairfield. 
Comments like these typify visitors’ responses in terms of what Macdonald calls “forms of 
address … who visitors seemed to be addressing in their comments” (2005, p. 123). 
Unlike the comments at the Ration Shed, virtually no comments at Remembering Goodna 
make an explicit form of address, instead directing their comments generally to the 
museum as the creator of the exhibition, or an “imagined” addressee (p. 126) of “we”, the 
“community”, or sometimes the “city”, this being a city museum: 
 
                                               
17 I was provided with copies of 130 pages from the folders. The rest of the comments had been transcribed 
by museum staff and didn’t indicate which question each comment was addressing.  
Page 169 
 
 
Brisbane is very brave to put on an exhibition like this. Not many cities would do 
this. All large cities had the same types of institution. Good for you Brisbane! 
(Male), 58, Toronto, Canada. 
 
On behalf of my family I would like to thank you for an informative peek into the 
lives of those who have undergone great trauma and profound injustice, and that I 
am glad that we as a community are able to move from such horrible times in 
mental health to a more human and dignified treatment of those whose stories and 
recollections of mental illness has touched my family’s heart, and opened our 
minds.  I am glad today we can treat those with mental illness in a more respectful 
and compassionate nature.  Thank you for this experience. 
(Female), 13, Shailer Park 
 
The final category of comments comprised of generalisations and platitudes, in this case 
8%. While some of these were indeed clichés –  a few versions of “there but by the grace 
of God go I” appeared for example – these type of comments also articulated visitors’ 
efforts to understand and form a position on the ethical issues raised in the exhibition: “It 
amazes me what human beings can subject their fellow human beings to if they feel them 
to be at some disadvantage.” (Male), 61, Burbank, and “I think in our lives there is always 
some moment that we are like look back inside of our minds. It’s just a human condition, if 
you’re sick and sad or whatever you want to call it, that part of humans that make us what 
we are.” (Male), 58, Clayfield. 
A book, cards and another book: Inside 
For the Inside exhibition, I analysed visitor comments from three out of the four venues 
that hosted the exhibition – the National Museum of Australia (NMA) in Canberra, 
Melbourne Museum (MM) and Queensland Museum (QM) in Brisbane, but not the 
Western Australian Maritime Museum in Fremantle. When the exhibition opened at the 
NMA there was no format for visitor comments. As described in Chapter Five, the curators 
had planned to use the blog to record visitor comments, however just before the exhibition 
opened the museum’s senior management team decided to close the blog. Although the 
blog was accessible on a computer in the “time out” room – a space with sofas, monitors 
playing footage of the apology, publications, brochures, tissues and so on – it was a 
cached version, that is, it was static and no longer interactive, stopped at the point when 
the blog was closed (Figures 36 and 37). Forgotten Australians, particularly the individuals 
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volunteering as guides in the exhibition, lobbied the museum for a visitor comments book 
(Chynoweth, 2012). This was installed in January 2012, a month before the exhibition 
closed on 26 February, and 433 comments were recorded.  
 
Figure 36: Computer with blog, “time out” room, Inside exhibition, National Museum of Australia. Photograph 
by Jason McCarthy, National Museum of Australia 
 
 
Figure 37: “Time out” room, Inside exhibition, National Museum of Australia. Photograph by Jason McCarthy, 
National Museum of Australia 
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This book was also in the tradition of a guest book - a hardback book with a ribbon place-
holder that was located on its own stand on the way out of the exhibition. The pages were 
lined but were otherwise blank, although every few pages someone wrote “Visitors Book” 
at the top of the page. Most visitors left their names, often finishing their comment with a 
signature. Many also provided their place of residence and dated their comments. There 
are a number of comments in other languages including Arabic, Chinese and Korean 
(Figure 38). There are also several comments without any personal details provided. On 
some pages, themes start to emerge as visitors react to each other’s remarks. Some 
comments are very graphic, using the size of lettering, borders and symbols for emphasis 
(Figure 39). Like the visitor book at the Ration Shed, there are a group of comments (3%) 
that personally address an individual, in this case the volunteer Forgotten Australians who 
staffed the space, thanking them for sharing the personal stories with them: 
 
This was an excellent and educational experience. It showed how many children 
were treated very clearly. It was by far the best exhibition in the complex. A special 
thanks to Hugh who helped us to understand the truth about the past. 
(Male), age 11 
 
There are also comments (3.5%) stating that the exhibition should be permanent. These 
are likely to have come about due to discussions between visitors and Forgotten 
Australians, who were then lobbying the museum on this issue. 
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Figure 38: Visitor comment written in Farsi (Persian), Inside exhibition, National Museum of Australia 
 
 
Figure 39: Page of visitor book, Inside exhibition, National Museum of Australia 
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Inside was shown next at the Melbourne Museum, from 29 August 2013 to 27 January 
2014. As a touring exhibition, a project manager oversaw integrating the exhibition into the 
museum’s program – this involved all aspects from the physical space through to 
marketing, public programs, staff training and so on. The project manager undertook 
significant consultation with local stakeholder organisations such as Open Place (support 
service for Forgotten Australians) and the Child Migrant Trust, as well as with the NMA. In 
gaining an understanding of the issues, she became, in her words, an “internal advocate”. 
One of her initiatives was to set up a “reflection area” for visitors. It had a bench with 
specially printed cards and pencils for people to write their comments and clip them on to a 
display board. The board was painted the same dark charcoal-brown colour as the 
exhibition. Within weeks, the comments had exceeded the board and were attached to 
adjacent walls (Figures 40 and 41). 
 
 
Figure 40: Visitor comments cards, “reflection area”, Inside exhibition, Melbourne Museum 
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Figure 41: Examples of visitor comments cards, Inside exhibition, Melbourne Museum 
 
The board was checked daily by museum staff and comments that were judged as not 
being relevant to the exhibition were removed. Over the five months the exhibition was on 
display, 4000 comments were left. Of these, 2094 comments were deemed relevant and 
either displayed on the board and walls or scanned and kept. Museum staff also sorted the 
scanned cards into the following groups according to how visitors identified themselves: 
 
• General comments – 56%  
• Comments from visitors who identify themselves as someone who experienced 
institutional ‘care’ – 5%  
• Comments from visitors who have a relative or acquaintance who experienced 
institutional ‘care’ – 4%   
• Comments from visitors who work, or worked, in support services or ‘care’ 
institutions – 1%   
• Comments from children aged 11 years or under – 34% 
 
This was done simply to make the information more accessible once digitised but it allows 
for some degree of demographic correlation, although as the museum itself admits, “the 
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sorting process was imprecise and based on supposition, and inevitably some comments 
have been placed into the wrong category”. The reflective area also contained folders of 
information that MM had assembled to supplement the exhibition. This included a listing of 
all the “homes”, orphanages and other institutions in Victoria, the original Senate report, 
Forgotten Australians and information about the current Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The museum had not planned to keep the 
visitor comment cards – due to privacy issues – but when the stakeholder group Open 
Place learned of this, they advocated for the cards to be kept. “It was like you stabbed me 
in the heart”, the group’s co-ordinator told the project manager. In response to their 
concerns, museum staff began sorting and scanning the cards. At the end of the 
exhibition, scans of the cards were saved to disc and provided to local stakeholder groups 
(and me). Open Place then created a new book called We Believe You, which 
incorporated some of the visitor comments into a professionally designed book. This was 
distributed to Forgotten Australians and is freely available on their website as a 
downloadable file (Figures 42 and 43).  
 
 
Figure 42: Front cover, We Believe You, Open Place 
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Figure 43: Page 24, We Believe You 
 
The Queensland Museum also created a “reflective space” with a version of the card 
system used in Melbourne. The QM project manager had lengthy discussions with MM’s 
project manager and learned how successful the approach had been. There was more 
space in this venue so the room was more expansive and was located at the exit of the 
exhibition (Figure 44). It was furnished with sofas, tables and chairs, with decorative light 
fittings and potted plants. Lines of cord were installed on the walls and slips of coloured 
paper and pens were provided for visitors to write their comments and hang them on the 
line (Figures 45, 46 and 47). Comments were made in many different languages, reflecting 
this museum’s location in the heart of Brisbane’s tourism precinct of the Cultural Centre 
and Southbank. Text at the entry to the space stated: “We ask that you allow this space to 
remain a quiet space for reflection, as a way of paying respect to the stories of Forgotten 
Australians everywhere.” An A4 sized stand on the tables had the following instructions:  
 
Queensland Museum encourages you to leave your comments to be shared with 
other visitors. Write your first name and age on the comments paper provided, fold 
in half and hang on the wall.  
Please be aware that these comments may be shared after the exhibition for 
research, on a website or in Museum publications. 
If you choose to leave any personal details, these will be treated in accordance with 
the Information Privacy Act 2009 and information access requests under the Right 
to Information Act 2009. 
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This more formal approach followed the advice of MM and took into account my request to 
access the comments for research. The museum printed take-home cards with the contact 
numbers of local support services, which were also located in this area. 2226 comments 
were left over the four months the exhibition was displayed, the highest number of all the 
exhibitions.  
 
Figure 44: Floorplan of Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum - the reflective space is the orange area. 
 
 
Figure 45: Reflective space, Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum 
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Figure 46: Visitor comments area, Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum 
 
 
Figure 47: Visitor comments, Inside exhibition, Queensland Museum 
 
The responses to the exhibition across the three venues are largely consistent so I will 
discuss them together, highlighting any noteworthy divergences or specific findings, 
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especially any relevant to the categorisation made by MM such as the large number of 
comments from children under the age of 11. It is interesting to note that although the 
museums put considerable care and effort into creating these spaces and providing a 
means for visitors to leave responses, none of them had any plans to use or analyse the 
comments in any way. Front of house staff I interviewed reported reading the comments 
during their work time and finding them interesting, but there were no formal processes for 
assessing or relaying the information in the comments to other staff or management at any 
of the three institutions.  
 
The most salient feature of the visitor comments to this exhibition is the high proportion 
expressing emotion – 24% at NMA, 30% at MM, 35% at QM and 49% of children at MM. 
This is between two and three times the number of such comments at the other two 
exhibitions. A range of emotions were articulated but again the most prominent feeling was 
sadness with between a third and a half of visitors using the word “sad” or “heart-
breaking”. A similar number used the word “sorry”, writing “I’m sorry” or “I’m sorry for you” 
or “I feel sorry for you”. Between 2 to 3% of visitors expressed something stronger, calling 
the exhibition “shocking”, “disgusting”, “confronting”, “disturbing” or “devastating”. Another 
2 to 5% described feeling “grateful” or “thankful” for their own lives:  
 
Seriously can not even begin to imagine what people went through, what children 
went through! It is actually sickening and there is literally no way to rectify it! 
So grateful that I am raised in today’s society and definitely take it for granted.  
SORRY, LOTS OF LOVE XOXOXOX (hearts) 
(Females), Age 17  
 
An even larger number of children – 7.6% – expressed feeling glad that this hadn’t 
happened to them, that they had a family and were loved: “I feel how lucky I am that I 
shouldn’t just take things for granted” (Male), age 8. Although only a small number of 
visitors expressed anger, double the number of children did than adults (1% versus 0.5%). 
Shame was another emotion mentioned by about 1% of visitors. Interestingly, a much 
larger number of visitors at the NMA expressed shame – 3.7 % with 3% expressing 
national shame or shame as an Australian: “Great exhibition – I feel leaving shame for the 
great evils inflicted on so many & the ongoing reluctance of Australian governments to 
accept responsibility and make reparations” and  
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This exhibit is THE most powerful I have ever seen. This makes me question my 
faith and for first time I am ashamed of our heritage. This exhibit should be taken to 
every town in this country so that we all have the opportunity to remember these 
people and feel their pain. 
 
This may reflect the strong focus on national identity at the NMA, leading visitors to reflect 
upon the exhibition as Australian history specifically. In fact, double the number of visitors 
at the NMA mentioned learning about history than at the other two museums. Only 
between 8 and 10% of comments at the three museums mentioned learning however. 
 
Although comments written in a book can be read by other visitors and in that sense are 
“on display”, the visitor card format is much more public, with the cards becoming part of 
the exhibition in a highly visible and tangible way. As such, writing and posting a comment 
on a card is performative (J. Butler, 1999), whereby visitors perform citizenship and 
emotional responses to trauma and testimony. Museums, especially national museums, 
are one of a series of spaces, rituals and actions, such as ANZAC day and school 
assembly for example, where, through repetition, we construct and practise our identity as 
citizens. In contributing comments to a public exhibition, visitors are not only performing 
being a “good Australian” but also being a feeling, empathic individual. The prevalent use 
of the word “sorry” by visitors is telling, as this has been such a loaded word in recent 
Australian political and public life, gaining national significance in the Stolen Generations 
debate. In Australia, saying “sorry” has become what anthropologist Roxana Waterson 
calls a “culturally salient idea or value”, a type of cultural resource that is used in national 
reconciliation processes to give the process “meaning, even sanctity and that might assist 
people in ‘knowing what they are doing’ and feeling their way towards the difficult goal of 
reconciliation” (2009, p. 29). As Whitlock (2004) has argued, the testimony of the Stolen 
Generations “shamed settler Australians more profoundly and publicly than any other 
single event of the recent past” (p. 243). In response, many people sought new ways and 
means to “say sorry” - from autobiographies, songs and street marches to sky-writing and 
Sorry Books (K. J. Butler, 2013; Kennedy, 2011a; Whitlock, 2001). In saying sorry to 
Forgotten Australians several years later, visitors to the Inside exhibition are performing 
more than just being sorry, but also a very particular form of established national 
witnessing that “demonstrates their benevolent civic mindedness” (K. J. Butler, 2013, p. 
23). 
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The card format elicits not only a strong desire to perform, evidenced in the first instance 
by the large overall numbers of comments at both MM and QM, but also to perform and 
materialise their witnessing in various and quite visible ways - in the highly emotive 
language many visitors use for example, as well as in the layout and graphic qualities they 
give to their comments (Figure 48). Many visitors, especially younger visitors, use symbols 
such as hearts and versions of “emoticons” such as sad and happy faces. Children in 
particular added symbols and drawings to their comments (Figures 49 and 50). 
 
 
Figure 48: Visitor comments, Inside exhibition Queensland Museum 
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Figure 49: Children’s comments, Inside exhibition, Melbourne Museum. 
 
 
 
Figure 50: Details, visitor comments, Inside exhibition Queensland Museum 
  
In addition to the large proportion of comments dealing with emotions, a small but 
noteworthy number (3-4%) used language that inferred an affective response of bodily and 
sensory reaction to the exhibition. Here, I am making a distinction between emotion and 
affect, with affect conceived as pre-cognitive, nonconscious, sensory experience, while 
emotion remains linked with cognition. Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith argue that “as a 
sensation, capacity, or force felt in the body, affect lends intensity and amplification to 
responses, suffusing the conditions of reception” (2004, p. 6). Visitors wrote mostly about 
their senses not being able to register the force of affect, of being “speechless” or having 
“no words”, “can’t believe my eyes”, “opened my eyes”, “can’t wrap my mind around it”, 
“can’t take it in” and “just too upset at the moment”. About 2% of visitors described being 
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“moved” or having too many feelings or emotions, while others described feeling ill: “Don’t 
it make you feel sick” and “Made me feel crook in the stomach”. A notable minority of 0.7% 
of responses to both Inside and Remembering Goodna described being “traumatised” or 
“re-traumatised” by the exhibition. 
 
The next biggest category of comments, 28-29%, were those that engaged with the 
subject matter. There was a great diversity of comments in this category but certain issues 
were raised repeatedly, namely the innocence of children and the travesty of abuse by 
those responsible for children (3-6%), “sorry is not enough” (3-4%), compensation and 
justice (2-4%), religion (2-4%), “I didn’t know” (2.5%) and contemporary issues, primarily 
the detention of refugee children (3%). Just over a third of the comments from children 
also commented on the subject matter. These tended towards describing what they’d seen 
as “bad”, “mean’, “unfair”, “illegal”, “horrible” and “true”. Almost 5% referred to it as 
happening in the “olden days” or that they were glad it didn’t happen anymore – perhaps a 
reflection on cushioning provided by parents or whoever they visited the exhibition with. 
2% of children also referred to people dying, even though this is not in the exhibition and 
perhaps indicates what children imagined rather than what they saw in the exhibition. 
 
Another significant aspect was the number of comments that were addressed to Forgotten 
Australians (10-17%). The dominant themes were “I hope you’ve found peace”, “thank you 
for sharing your stories”, “you’re not forgotten”, sending love and “my heart goes out to 
you”. In turn, 5-7% of the comments were made by people identifying as Forgotten 
Australians. Well over half their comments described their experiences, many of them 
listed the homes they were in and 20% referred to how their childhood had affected their 
later lives. A further 5% of comments came from friends and families of Forgotten 
Australians. Many of these were commemorative in nature, or paid tribute: 
 
My dad spent his childhood in “care” only interrupted by servitude for wealthy 
bastards who needed a slave to do what everyone else does for themselves. He 
had a shocking upbringing under the Salvos. Minimal education and even more 
minimal social skills. But he was a wonderful Dad to five kids & taught us well. Be 
nice to your parents. 
(Male), age 46 
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To my darling father - no-one in this world is stronger and braver than you. You are 
my hero. 
(Female), age 17 
 
Around 2% of the overall comments referenced taking action to address the issues raised 
in the exhibition, with most posing this as “I want to do something to help”. Far greater 
numbers of Forgotten Australians, 12%, had something to say about this. Some were 
cynical: “I’m still forgotten. Now I have to pay to try and heal and be ‘normal’. You have all 
failed us.” (Female), age 39 and “Thanks for giving us voice but still no rights” (Female). 
General visitors also highlighted the need to do something “more”:  
 
We want work of apology to be translated into real justice for all the little children, 
now adults, who were abandoned and abused whilst in State Care. And we want 
our government to ensure that all children in their care are nurtured, respected and 
cared for – and never again abused, forgotten, broken, abandoned 
(Female & Male)   
 
This is what we need to hear, learn and try to make some sense of in a very dark 
time of Australia’s history. I wish I could say that this stuff never happened now & 
that this country learned from these atrocious mistakes. But until we stop locking 
people up (refugees, JJ18, institutions etc) this unfortunately will be another 
exhibition in 20 years time. Thank you for your stories – I have listened – I have 
joined your fight. 
Love (Female) 
Conclusion 
The comments by visitors to these three exhibitions are diverse and complex, yet clear 
patterns emerged that indicate strong responses grounded in ethics, intellect and emotion. 
In reading through the comments many times, I was struck with their overall sincerity, 
thoughtfulness and care. In taking time to write comments, visitors demonstrate 
willingness to engage with the difficult, problematic and equivocal nature of the history 
being explored in the exhibitions, and hear and respond to the testimony of trauma in 
various mediums. This affirms Witcomb’s (2006) argument that curatorial strategies that 
                                               
18 Juvenile justice 
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invite deeper forms of interactivity, such as the use of testimony, can prompt high level 
intellectual engagement. An important finding from analysing the visitor comments is how 
powerfully visitors responded to meeting, in person, those who have experienced trauma 
or were subject to the brutal histories of institutionalisation and subjugation conveyed in 
the exhibitions. This did not necessarily take testimonial forms but also occurred through 
tours and informal interactions with museum volunteers—as such, it supplemented the 
testimony presented in the exhibitions. Visitors who met Aboriginal people at Cherbourg, 
or spoke with Forgotten Australians who staffed the Inside exhibition at the NMA, 
invariably directed their comments to these individuals and responded empathically to 
them. Visitors acknowledged the pain and injustice of the difficult pasts being shared, even 
at times accepting some degree of responsibility.  
 
These direct, intersubjective exchanges are a clear demonstration of the capacity for 
witnessing in the museum. Yet, despite museums’ ability to create such opportunities, the 
case studies show that far greater museum resources are invested in exhibitions than 
public programs or social experiences such as the inclusion of volunteers in programs and 
similar strategies, which may in fact offer more potential for testimony and witnessing than 
exhibitions. Indeed, research about the Inside exhibition revealed that public programs and 
participation by Forgotten Australians were actively discouraged by the museums that 
hosted the exhibition. Conversely, it was the whole structure of the visiting experience, 
centred around the opportunity to meet Cherbourg residents and hear about their history 
and life experiences directly from them, that impressed so many visitors to the Ration 
Shed. At the same time, in the case of Cherbourg, such direct, personal interaction 
seemed to make it difficult for (non-Aboriginal) visitors to place themselves in the history 
and acknowledge the advantages they had in a society that relied, and continues to rely, 
on the systemic disadvantage of Aboriginal people.  
 
This highlights the “push and pull” that occurs between proximity and distance in the 
witnessing field. For while testimony has a powerful ability to create a strong sense of 
closeness between people who are otherwise socially, spatially and temporally distant, 
and prompts recognition and empathy on the part of visitors, curatorial and other museum 
decisions and strategies simultaneously seek to maintain distance for the sake of political 
neutrality, emotional safety, the capacity to manage interpersonal relationships in public 
space and even legal considerations, to name just a few possible competing interests. Yet, 
to under-utilise the ability to encourage interpersonal exchanges in the museum is a 
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serious deficiency and missed opportunity, not least because of heightened expectations 
of participation on the part of museum visitors today (J. Kidd, 2014; N. Simon, 2010).  
 
It raises the further question of whether museums—larger, state-funded institutions in 
particular—are respecting and honouring the needs of those who give testimony in their 
programs. Programs other than exhibitions, such as workshops, talks, debates and so on, 
allow people to speak for themselves, rather than having their testimony curated by 
museum staff only, and facilitate direct, unmediated interactions with other members of the 
community. Such programs demonstrate that the museum is willing to cede some authority 
to survivors of trauma and recognise their expertise in speaking about their own 
experiences. The case studies revealed however, that museums are reluctant to allow too 
much of this to happen, or to tightly retain control when it does. Moreover, the institution 
itself should be willing to take on the ethical responsibility to witness to trauma—perceiving 
itself as a conduit for exchanges between primary witnesses and visitors (as secondary 
witnesses) is not enough. To remain neutral or not take a clear position on these historical 
events is a case of what Ulrich Beck (1999) calls “organised irresponsibility”. It equates to 
hiding or obscuring the complexity of the witnessing field and the crucial role as mediators 
that both the institution, and the individuals who comprise it, play in bringing testimony to 
the public realm. It is disingenuous to facilitate testimony but then try to avoid the politics of 
trauma and recognition that are stirred by it. As Elie Wiesel (1986) stated in his Nobel prize 
acceptance speech, neutrality is not ethical:  
 
that is why I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure 
suffering and humiliation. We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the 
oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the 
tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. 
 
Underscoring the entrenched cultural authority of museums together with the skills and 
resources of museum staff as mediators, the analysis showed that most of the visitor 
comments reflect attitudes in consonance with the messages intended by the museum, 
although some did extend, challenge or critique these. In contrast, an important piece of 
research undertaken in 2007 found that many museum visitors actively resisted engaging 
with difficult and traumatic subject matter in similar exhibitions in the United Kingdom. The 
1807 Commemorated Project team interviewed 1498 people at eight different exhibitions 
marking the bicentenary of the abolition of Britain’s transatlantic slave trade in 1807 or 
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dealing with the history of African enslavement more generally. As Laurajane Smith (2010) 
reports, this history, like those addressed in the case study exhibitions, is a “hidden 
history” and the bicentenary exhibitions sought to “shift the public gaze from an 
unproblematised celebration of abolition towards the facilitation of debate about the 
meaning and consequences of this history” (p. 193). One of the project’s key aims was 
therefore, to explore the ways that visitors engage with traumatic history.  
 
A significant finding of the research was the clear differences in the responses of African 
British and African-Caribbean British visitors and those of European British visitors, with 
many of the latter visitors using “discursive and emotional” strategies to avoid engaging 
with the issues raised in the exhibition: 
 
the strategies of disengagement centred primarily on the avoidance of feelings of 
responsibility, guilt and discomfort. So focused were many on trying to avoid 
discomfort or guilt, that little conceptual room or emotional energy was left to 
engage with the deeper issues of continuing social injustice and other legacies of 
the history of Britain’s exploitation of Africa and its peoples. The significance of this 
is that for many (but not all) visitors, the continual misrecognition of the history of 
enslavement reinforced a lack of recognition of the role played by racism in 
contemporary society (Smith, 2010, pp. 193-194). 
 
These strategies of disengagement included visitors distancing themselves from negative 
feelings about or personal involvement with the subject matter by relegating it to the past, 
deeming it irrelevant to their personal identity: “not my heritage”, or identifying it not as 
British history but “world history” (2010, pp. 201-205). There was evidence too of visitors 
expressing a sense of “guilt and responsibility” but of not knowing “how to deal with it”. In 
encountering personal stories of enslaved people in the exhibitions, visitors were 
overwhelmed with emotion and Smith argues, “for the most part these feelings were too 
confronting and strategies of avoidance and disengagement were the responses” (p. 202). 
She goes on to conclude that museums need to pay more attention to the “emotional 
context” of exhibitions: 
 
Exhibition strategies and interpretative materials may need to provide the resources 
and skills for visitors to navigate the emotions that visitors may bring to, or that are 
triggered by, their visits. Negative emotions, such as guilt and shame, were 
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controversial and difficult issues for a significant set of those interviewed for this 
study. Although they were emotions that were not intended to be generated by the 
exhibitions, the point here is that these emotions should not have been ignored by 
curatorial staff. Rather it is important to recognise that such emotional issues exist 
and to develop the tools or opportunities within an exhibition to help visitors 
constructively mediate them.  
 
This is a rather instrumental understanding of emotions, implying as it does that visitors’ 
emotions are something museums can either ignore or embrace, or indeed induce and 
facilitate, rather than part of the complex dynamics of the witnessing field in which visitors 
play an essential part. To try to guarantee prescribed emotional, or indeed cognitive, 
responses by visitors seems to miss the point that meaning emerges for visitors precisely 
through feeling emotions, thinking thoughts and trying to make sense of them. Emotions 
have multiple functions and they may not necessarily be linked to particular or “correct” 
politics as Smith seems to imply. Yet, her point remains important and in the following 
chapter I will probe the emotional content of the visitor comments more deeply.  
 
It is likely that a proportion of visitors to the case study exhibitions had similar reactions to 
the ones identified by Smith and were not inclined to share these in the visitor comments’ 
books and cards. Others no doubt felt ambivalent and undecided, unready to express any 
sort of response. Some may have rejected outright the attempts at empathic identification 
inherent in the exhibitions. It needs to be remembered that visitors have their own 
subjectivity, history and resources in relation to the subject matter of these exhibitions, 
which they bring to the museum experience and that influence how they encounter the 
exhibitions. Indeed, visitors may have experienced trauma and suffering themselves and 
yet the possibility of re-traumatisation of visitors was not taken into account by any of the 
museums I studied. If we take those who left a comment at their word however, many 
were unsettled and expressed that they experienced some sort of transformation because 
of their encounter with the traumatic testimony of others. There is evidence that their 
private beliefs, along with public discourses about the past they had previously accepted, 
had been subject to fundamental questioning by their willingness to listen. Oliver 
speculates that the “witnessing moment” occurs not in this unsettlement but “in the 
decision to reflect upon this experience with others” (2016, p. 117)—that is, by writing a 
comment. In making their response to traumatic testimony visible and performing 
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witnessing for others, these visitors and the texts they leave behind, articulate a 
receptiveness that is the essence of witnessing.  
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Chapter Seven: The utility of empathy 
 
From Dominick La Capra’s evocative concept of “empathic unsettlement” (2001) to Alison 
Landsberg’s equally suggestive “prosthetic memory” (2004), the concept of empathy is 
ubiquitous in the theorising of testimony and witnessing, and mediated memory in the 
museum alike. In fact, interest in empathy and museums is gaining momentum and taking 
an applied, practice-orientated perspective, signaled by the recent publication of an edited 
collection of essays of case studies and “how to” approaches (Gokcigdem, 2016), as well 
as empathy’s appearance on blogs and at a number of professional conferences (Cairns, 
2013, 2016; Jennings, 2015, 2016; Museums, 2017; Weisberg, 2016). In this body of 
work, empathy is promoted as an institutional value that should guide policies and 
procedures, a beneficial experience for museum visitors and a curatorial strategy. As 
Arnold-de Simine explains, in the context of museum exhibitions “the understanding is that 
memories, together with emotions are either transmitted by empathy or indeed, create 
empathy … empathy is seen as either a prerequisite or an outcome of this process” (2013, 
pp. 42, 44).  
 
While most authors agree that empathy is essential to our capacity to respond to others 
ethically, there are few, if any, accounts of how empathy actually works in testimonial 
exchanges nor much critical examination of the prevalent assumption conveyed by Arnold-
de Simine—indeed she is moved to comment “the concept of ‘empathy’ is something of an 
elephant in the room … rarely explicitly addressed and pervasive assumptions are hardly 
ever interrogated” (2013, p. 42). Now that I have canvassed the wide range of visitor 
responses to the exhibitions in Chapter Six, I turn my attention to a deeper discussion of 
the question of empathy in relation to these responses. How can visitor responses help us 
to understand whether and how empathy is mobilised in or elicited by testimonial 
transactions in museums? What “modes of empathic arousal” (Hoffman, 2000, p. 4) do 
visitors experience and express? Is empathy a route to increased understanding and 
ethical action, or does it stymie these? How does it interact with politics and justice? In this 
chapter, I explore some of these questions to pave the way for the conclusions made in 
the final chapter of the thesis. 
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Empathy 
Aleida Assmann and Ines Detmers (2016) explain that empathy is “notoriously difficult to 
define as it has multifarious shapes and is expressed in different manifestations”(p. 3), but 
that a good place to start is to distinguish empathy from the closely-related terms of 
sympathy, pity and compassion—albeit that many authors use these terms 
interchangeably. Historically, sympathy has been understood as a condition of affinity or 
equality, either between “the body and the soul, between two bodily organs, or, 
increasingly, between persons with similar feelings, inclinations, and temperaments” 
(Garber, 2004, p. 23). With Latin and Greek roots of sym and pathos, sympathy translates 
as “suffering together”, thus sympathy binds people together through “fellow feeling”. 
Compassion and pity on the other hand are “unidirectional” emotions (A. Assmann & 
Detmers, 2016, p. 4). As Marjorie Garber (2004) describes “compassion was not felt 
between equals but from a distance—in effect, from high to low … hover(ing) between 
charity and condescension” (p. 20). Feelings of compassion and pity tend to flow from 
someone in a subject position to someone in an object position, who is invariably in a 
lesser state (A. Assmann & Detmers, 2016). 
 
The concept of empathy emerged in the early twentieth century, possibly, Garber 
surmises, to emphasise “the matter of personal agency” in interpersonal relations (p. 21). 
Empathy suggests a more internalised sense of the other’s feelings, mental state and 
experience; the ability to “stand in their shoes” or as Samuel Moyn (2006) has it, empathy 
“suggests the possibility of a self-transformation that allows partial internality” (p. 400). 
Philosophers Amy Coplan and Peter Goldie (2011) trace empathy’s deeper roots to 
eighteenth century philosophers David Hume and Adam Smith who saw empathy as 
important in two respects. Firstly, in the context of how we come to apprehend “the content 
of other people’s minds” (p. x) and interpret and predict what they feel, think and do. And 
secondly, in terms of how we ethically respond to others. Empathy not only enables us to 
perceive and make sense of the other’s suffering, but also to respond in morally 
appropriate ways. These two quite different, but inter-related, questions remain the focus 
of empathy research (C. Daniel  Batson, 2011, p. 3). Over the twentieth century, empathy 
has received increasing attention, taking a prominent place in many different disciplines, 
from philosophy, psychology, art theory, history and politics through to sociobiology, 
ethology and neuroscience, as well as their popular manifestations, which declare 
empathy as nothing less than the basis for revolution and transformation of society 
(Krznaric, 2014; Rifkin, 2009).  
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The proliferation of conceptualisations of empathy that has accompanied this growing 
interest, and which is clearly apparent in the Museum Studies literature, has created 
serious problems according to Coplan (2011). These differing conceptualisations, she 
argues, “refer to distinct psychological processes that vary, sometimes widely, in their 
function, phenomenology, mechanisms, and effects”, and calling all of these processes 
empathy gets in the way of “clarifying the essential features of the process” of empathy 
itself (p. 5). In addition, empathy researchers use incommensurable approaches and forms 
of analysis, hampering efforts to understand the significance of empathy. While the 
burgeoning application of the term empathy to numerous, distinct phenomenon is 
confusing, it is also indicative of its complexity. Given that I am interested in how empathy 
works in the witnessing field of the museum, rather than elaborating and analysing the 
concept of empathy itself, I will briefly delineate my approach to empathy for the purposes 
of further interpreting the visitor comments.    
 
I understand empathy to be a process that involves a complex interplay of cognition, 
emotion and imagination. In exercising empathy, we draw on these various capacities to 
connect and respond to other people and the world with varying degrees of ethical 
engagement. The cognitive aspect of empathy involves using our imagination “to undergo 
a shift from one’s own cognitive perspective to the cognitive perspective of the target 
individual” (Coplan, 2004, p. 144). The commonest curatorial strategy for achieving this in 
museums is to “personalise” the history being presented by featuring individuals’ stories, 
images and personal possessions, with testimony a key approach. Hence, visitors are 
encouraged to shift their cognitive perspective to that of the individuals who share their 
testimony in the exhibition, and the group of people whose history and experience the 
exhibition explores and conveys. In psychology, this is called “role-taking” or “perspective-
taking” (Hoffman, 2000). The emotional component is called both “affective matching” 
(Coplan, 2011) or “affective congruence” (Hoffman, 2000) and refers to how closely we 
feel the same emotions as the target individual or group, how we imaginatively adopt their 
feelings in order to try to understand them. Hoffman rejects the idea that empathy requires 
a close “match” of emotions, arguing instead for “multiple arousal modes”. Indeed, he 
argues there are times that empathy may require “a certain mismatch” (p. 5). Trauma in 
museums is surely one of these, it is hard to imagine how any needs or interests are 
served by museum workers and visitors becoming traumatised in the process of 
empathising with victims and survivors of trauma. Thus, in line with Hoffman, when visitors 
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express that they feel anger, regret or shame - emotions that were not necessarily 
articulated by those giving testimony - they may still be expressing an empathic response.  
 
There are two further points to make about empathy that have profound importance in 
relation to trauma in the museum. One is the recognition that perspective-taking has at 
least two significantly different forms, and the second is the fundamental need to maintain 
self-other differentiation. As Coplan describes, perspective-taking is “an imaginative 
process through which one constructs another person’s subjective experience by 
simulating the experience of being in the other’s situation” (2011, p. 10). This takes two 
distinct forms - self-orientated and other-orientated. In self-orientated perspective-taking, “I 
imagine what it’s like for me to be in your situation”(p. 10), and in other-orientated, I 
imagine I am you in your situation. Researchers agree that other-orientated perspective-
taking requires greater mental capacity and flexibility, and emotional regulation. Some 
researchers argue only other-orientated perspective-taking should be considered empathy 
(Coplan, 2011), or that it is a higher-level form of empathy (A. Assmann & Detmers, 2016; 
Batson, 2011; Hoffman, 2000).  
 
All empathy involves some degree of “empathic distress”, where we become distressed 
when faced with another’s suffering. This operates as a type of pro-social motivation 
(Hoffman, 2000). Empathy is thus a form of motivation towards altruistic behaviour - Daniel 
Batson’s (2010) widely-accepted “empathy-altruism hypothesis”, which claims that 
“empathic concern produces altruistic motivation” (p. 12). With self-orientated perspective-
taking however, empathic distress takes the form of personal distress. Our own discomfort 
and alleviating it becomes our focus, or we feel overwhelmed by the others’ suffering, 
which can lead to a self-protective dissociation, numbness and turning away (Dean, 2004). 
This may in part account for some of the responses to the slavery exhibitions studied by 
Smith (2010) discussed in the previous chapter. A second problem with self-orientated 
perspective-taking is that we are “naturally subject to egocentric bias” (Coplan, 2011, p. 
11) and assume greater similarity between ourselves and others than is actually the case. 
Hence, it is open to errors in judgement and prediction as we rely on our own imagined 
experiences to understand others. It is precisely this focus on self and interiority that leads 
many critics of empathy to argue that it “universalises diverse and multiple structures of 
feelings, eliding gender, racial, and ethnic differences” (Schaffer & Smith, 2004, p. 22), 
promotes passivity and even aversion, and distracts from rigorous, critical analysis of 
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institutional and political structures and practices in relation to trauma and social suffering 
(Arnold-de Simine, 2013; Aschheim, 2016; Berlant, 2004; Boler, 1997; Dean, 2004).  
 
In contrast, with other-orientated perspective-taking we suppress our own perspective and 
stay focused on the simulation of the other rather than reverting to our imagination, based 
on ourselves. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2001) describes that “empathy is like the 
mental preparation of a skilled (Method) actor: it involves a participatory enactment of the 
situation of the sufferer, but is always combined with the awareness that one is not oneself 
the sufferer” (p. 327). This is most difficult in situations when the other is substantially 
different to us. Critiques of empathy from Hume and Smith onwards point out that empathy 
is subject to bias as we are most likely to empathise with those we know well or who we 
judge to be like ourselves or are closer to home. Transcending these tendencies is hard 
work, as Coplan argues “the effort and regulation involved in other-orientated perspective-
taking suggest that empathy is a motivated and controlled process, which is neither 
automatic nor involuntary and demands that the observer attend to relevant differences 
between self and other” (p. 15). Her comment highlights how these kinds of museum 
projects which specifically aim to stimulate other-orientated perspective-taking are 
intrinsically didactic and raises the question moreover, of whether we can in fact feel 
empathy for those that are spatially and temporally separate from us. Can empathy be 
mediated in museums so that visitors feel empathy for those distant in time and space, 
represented via memory media?  
 
This brings us to the issue of self-other differentiation, which many researchers argue is 
critical to empathy, indeed Hoffman (2011) insists that it is the defining element of the 
highest stages of empathic arousal, which if it extends beyond the immediate situation and 
inspires long-term engagement, is witnessing: 
 
I define witnessing specifically as empathic distress that becomes so intense and 
penetrates so deeply into one’s motive system that it changes one’s behaviour 
beyond the immediate situation. One not only feels compelled to help the group in 
the present, but becomes committed to act on their behalf beyond the situation and 
often over an extended period of time and at great personal cost (pp. 236-237).  
 
The necessity for self-other differentiation in the context of trauma is strenuously 
advocated by theorists of testimony and witnessing (Felman & Laub, 1992; Herman, 1997; 
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La Capra, 2001; K. Oliver, 2004). Sharing another’s emotion in the absence of self-other 
differentiation not only provides minimal understanding of the other, but runs the risk of 
appropriation, commodification, sanitisation, over-identification, enmeshing and 
transference. Recognising the other as different and distinct from oneself – “where the self 
is no longer used as the template for the imagination, but an effort is made to stretch the 
imagination by putting oneself into the other’s shoes” (A. Assmann & Detmers, 2016, p. 6) 
– is understood as essential to an ethical empathic response. Media scholar John Ellis 
(2012) argues that media, audio-visual media in particular, enables empathy that arises 
from a position of self-other differentiation precisely because we know that what we are 
witnessing is a representation. As such, we know action isn’t possible and are 
unencumbered by a sense of responsibility to act (even just to “console with a hug” (p. 
123)). There is, therefore, a greater possibility of analysis and judgement—for empathy 
grounded in ethics as well as emotion.  
 
Emotion is a crucial path to empathy. It is interesting to note that the greatest number of 
emotional responses by visitors were made to the exhibition with the greatest emphasis on 
testimony—Inside—indicating that there is a connection between testimony as a curatorial 
strategy and the activation of visitors’ emotions. As Ashuri and Pinchevski (2009) put it, 
emotion is a form of currency in the witnessing field. It is mobilised and employed by 
actors in the field to attempt to control the testimonial narrative and its reception, gaining 
advantage. Sara Ahmed (2004) argues that emotions “operate to ‘make’ and ‘shape’ 
bodies as forms of action, which also involve orientations towards others … attending to 
emotions might show us how all actions are reactions, in the sense that what we do is 
shaped by the contact we have with others” (p. 4). Thus, emotions “do work” in respect to 
how we might respond to representations of other people’s pain and suffering, by 
circulating between and animating individuals and collectives. Following Ahmed and her 
central question “what do emotions do?”, in the following section I take a closer look at the 
emotions elicited by the exhibitions and how these may help illuminate the interplay of 
cognition, imagination and emotion that occurs in empathic response.  
Sadness and Gratitude 
With this in mind, we can return to the insight of the previous chapter: that the emotion 
expressed by far the most visitors across all three exhibitions was sadness. According to 
psychologists, sadness is triggered by a sense or experience of loss, which can include 
the loss of attachment, status and/or meaning (Horwitz & Wakefield, 2007)
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visitors felt a sense of loss both for themselves and on the part of those who shared their 
experiences in the exhibition, such as Forgotten Australians or former patients of the 
mental hospital. While the exhibition may have sparked feelings and memories of loss, it 
was the loss of an ideal and moral value that many visitors expressed in their comments. 
Primarily, the ideal that the world is a fair and just place (what Melvin Lerner (1980) calls 
the “just-world hypothesis”) and that their own community and the “imagined community” 
of the Australian nation is fair, where everyone has a “fair go”:  
 
A truly sad and moving exhibition that opened my eyes to a dark part of Australia’s 
history. With each section of the exhibition I could feel a connection grow with the 
people referenced and the injustice they faced. I didn’t want to leave. 
(Female), 20, Inside exhibiton 
 
Is this the glorious history of Australia? 
Human beings treated worse than domestic animals. 
You cannot be proud of your past, Gallipoli and the charge of the Light Brigade 
cannot wash away the crimes against humanity you committed in the past and in 
the present on and in the Abo camps. 
Shame on you Australia, shame, shame, shame. 
(Male), 77, Clontarf, Remembering Goodna exhibition 
 
The loss felt on behalf of others related quite directly to the topics covered in the exhibition 
– the loss of their childhood, innocence, autonomy or civil liberties – and was expressed in 
comments about these topics. Expressing sadness about these things is clear evidence of 
empathic arousal but is it self-orientated or other-orientated?  
 
Psychologists Power and Dalgleish (1997) identify that an increase in “self focus” occurs in 
sadness as it leads individuals to review their priorities and values in the light of their 
experience of loss (p. 260). Sadness is passive and is often accompanied by intense 
ruminative activity, where we re-evaluate the future and re-centre ourselves. Irrevocable 
losses make people feel the most sad (Kalat & Shiota, 2007, p. 149). Helplessness then 
becomes part of the sadness as people feel there is nothing they can do to change what 
happened or bring back what is lost. Many visitors expressed this: “What can we do as 
“everyday” citizens who knew little of all this – I feel shamed” and “Nothing can be said or 
done now”. We see here how sadness, unlike other of the “basic” emotions that are 
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generally understood as fundamentally distinct, combines with and activates other 
emotions such as shame, fear, anger and disgust. A number of visitors indicated this in 
describing the exhibitions as “confronting”, “frightening”, “shocking” and “disturbing”, as 
well as sad.  
 
In feeling sad, visitors were, to some degree, matching emotions expressed in the 
testimony presented in the exhibitions but they did not achieve other-orientated 
perspective-taking. In feeling sad, their focus remains on themselves. Seven-year old 
Stella’s comment (Figure 51) was noteworthy for expressing sadness differently: 
 
 
Figure 51: Stella’s card, Inside exhibition Melbourne Museum 
 
Another emotion that was expressed by large numbers of visitors was gratitude – that they 
were grateful that what was depicted in the exhibition hadn’t happened to them and were 
“counting their blessings”. Psychologist Robert Emmons (2010) characterises gratitude as 
a social emotion through which we appreciate the value of something and is an 
“affirmation of goodness”. It also “blocks toxic, negative emotions” such as regret or envy 
and he argues, grateful people have a higher sense of self-worth, reinforced by the 
recognition of contributions other people make to one’s life and the support they give. 
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Again, this is a self-orientated form of perspective-taking, albeit that gratitude is expressed 
in ways that are seemingly humble and socially acceptable, reflecting its history as a 
“public virtue” (Leithart, 2014).  
 
Thus, visitors who feel sadness and gratitude are expressing only a passive form of 
empathy; they may have felt a degree of “affective congruence” with those giving 
testimony but they remain focussed on their own feelings. In the case of gratitude, perhaps 
the only way they can process their feelings of empathic distress is to block the toxicity of 
the trauma expressed by others and transform it into an emotion they are able to bear, a 
process of sanitisation that enables them to assimilate what they have encountered. In the 
case of sadness, visitors retreat to a private experience of contemplation and interiority 
rather than engage with the experiences of others and the broader repercussions of their 
experiences. 
Sorry 
As discussed earlier, saying sorry has a very particular valence in Australia in respect to 
public expressions of regret and contrition about the past. Although visitors to all 
exhibitions expressed that they were “sorry”, it was most prevalent in response to Inside, 
which itself came about because of a formal prime ministerial apology. Of the large 
numbers of visitors who said sorry, about half wrote “I’m sorry” and the other half “I feel/I 
am sorry for you”. The majority of children at the MM wrote that they “felt sorry for” 
Forgotten Australians. Although “I’m sorry” is a statement of regret, inferring a sense of 
involvement with the suffering of the other, it is also clearly a statement about oneself. 
Saying sorry for the past may make the apologiser feel better but it doesn’t necessarily 
address the circumstances of the victim in the present or the future. Apologies can be 
hollow gestures if they are not combined with clear statements of responsibility, remorse 
and an undertaking to avoid such things happening again (Thompson, 2008). Visitor 
comments included these three components to lesser and greater degrees, demonstrating 
varying levels of empathic response, what philosopher Kelly Oliver (2004) calls “response-
ability”.  
 
Comments where visitors write “I feel/I am sorry for you” seem closer to the emotions of 
compassion and pity than empathy. In this formulation, visitors remain in the subject 
position and the primary witnesses are the object of their feelings. This denotes privilege, 
as Berlant (2004) says “the sufferer is over there” (p. 4 italics in original). While this 
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maintains self-other differentiation, it doesn’t involve other-orientated perspective-taking. It 
not only reinforces self-orientated perspective-taking but, according to Megan Boler 
(1997), the “self feeds on a consumption of the other” (p. 258) and has no need to reflect 
on the possibility of their complicity in the situation. Boler draws attention to the power 
differential in this relationship: “passive empathy produces no action towards justice but 
situates the powerful I as the judging subject, never called upon to cast her gaze at her 
own reflection” (p. 259). I, the visitor, remains the agent in the situation, rather than 
recognising the agency, or indeed lack of agency, of the other. As Ahmed (2005) argues 
“feeling bad about the other’s suffering allows the subject to feel good … what are erased 
are the very social relations that give some the capacity to feel good” (p. 75) and as a 
corollary, leaves others feeling bad. Yet, some visitors were self-reflexive about this very 
issue: 
 
It amazes me – even until this day that so much bad has to happen before 1 ounce 
of good is done, and what’s worse is we all know it and we allow it to get to that 
stage. And yet still nothing is done. Anybody can say “I’m sorry” that’s the easy part 
how about we show we are sorry (The Australian Government and us as people) 
No personal details provided, Inside exhibition 
Shame and Anger 
Saying sorry is an expression of regret, as well as at times articulating the complex, 
negative, “self-conscious” emotions of embarrassment, shame and guilt (Kalat & Shiota, 
2007, p. 226). These emotions are related to transgression; they require “self-evaluation” 
and include “the belief that we have violated some moral or social convention” (pp. 226-
227) or failed to live up to our own or others’ expectations. From this description, we can 
surmise that these emotions are most likely to be linked to self-orientated perspective-
taking in that the visitor is focused on their own feelings and evaluating themselves. 
Shame, the one of these emotions that was expressed most by visitors to the exhibitions, 
can however be understood in a different way to this.  
 
Drawing on what she calls “the initially startling idea” of psychologist Silvan Tomkins that 
“interest and shame are intimately connected” (2005, p. ix), Elspeth Probyn argues that 
shame can be positive and involves deep interest in others. “Shame illuminates our 
intense attachment to the world,” she states, “our desire to be connected with others, and 
the knowledge that, as merely human, we will sometimes fail in our attempts to maintain 
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those connections” (p. 14). This conceptualisation of shame, far from it being a self-
orientated, negative or debased feeling, shows that shame can operate as a form of other-
orientated perspective-taking. The desire for connection and the fear of falling short seem 
feasible responses for visitors trying to understand traumas such as childhood deprivation 
and mental illness, something that those who have never experienced can only ever 
partially comprehend: “I’ve never felt so ashamed! I’ll never look at anyone in the same 
way again. A shameful period in our past.”  
 
Anger, and its association with aggression and violence, is also often perceived as a 
negative, certainly an uncomfortable, emotion. It is nonetheless a “moral emotion” too, 
because it involves “judgements of blame and the attributions of intent”, as well as the 
“cognitive processes of appraisal and interpretation” (Power & Dalgleish, 1997, pp. 304-
305). So, we can feel angry in a moral sense both for ourselves and on behalf of others 
and feel compelled to see or bring about a correction of the wrong that has occurred. 
Anger, like shame, is a more active emotion than sadness or gratitude. As such, it has 
greater potential to involve other-orientated perspective-taking:  
 
“A powerful exhibition. I’m angry too that there is no justice for crimes committed. It 
is my intention to advocate on behalf of these children. Thank you to the volunteer 
who added his personal story to the exhibition”  
(Female), Inside exhibition.  
 
So, seemingly negative emotions may in fact lead to more ethically-engaged forms of 
empathy than emotions that appear more empathic on face value. This casts doubt over 
the concerns of museum managers and curators that strong and extreme emotions are 
more difficult for visitors. It seems instead that they lead to a different train of thought: one 
that is more motivated and action-orientated than the resigned and complacent feelings of 
sadness, regret and gratitude. 
Hope and Inspiration 
Hope and inspiration were the other emotions that were registered by a distinct number of 
visitors. These are obviously more positive emotions and may initially seem strange 
responses to traumatic testimony. Perhaps they are indicative of the impact of the 
curatorial framing, which as I’ve discussed varied from narratives of strength, resilience 
and resistance through to emotional cushioning and the avoidance of issues of blame and 
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responsibility. Yet hope is also an active emotion, linked to the possibility of change. In the 
context of what she describes as “dark times”— our contemporary age of widespread 
despair, defeatism and cynicism about politics—Rebecca Solnit (2009) argues that hope 
can be an act of defiance. In her conception, hope is intrinsically connected with 
responsibility and we lose hope when we abdicate responsibility. Philosopher Alan 
Mittleman (2009) concurs that hope is related to action: “to hope is to assume or to affirm a 
vision of the world that places human agency and the confidence that attends agency at 
the centre” (pp. 4-5). Thus, in expressing hope and inspiration, visitors are expressing that 
they believe change is possible and that they themselves may play a role in it, for the 
benefit of both themselves and others: 
 
Fabulous EXHIBITION – I hope it moves around the state. I cried at every section. 
Thank you for sharing the story, the lesson’s learnt, the HOPE for better.  
ALL PEOPLE DESERVE better when they are unwell and weakened. 
The sign of a quality community is the quality of treatment that we provide to our 
vulnerable community members. 
“BUT FOR THE GRACE OF GOD GO I”. 
No personal details provided, Remembering Goodna exhibition 
Thinking AND Feeling 
Empathy can be a way of thinking as well as a way of feeling. Equal numbers of visitors 
engaged cognitively with the exhibitions as made emotional responses; many others also 
expressed that they had learned from visiting the exhibitions. The largest category of 
issue-based comments was those made in response to the Inside exhibition relating to the 
abuse of children. Here many of the comments focussed on the innocence of children and 
the wickedness of abuse by those who were in positions of responsibility for those 
children. In line with this was a further notable category of comments about religion and 
the role of religious institutions in this history. The next category in size were comments 
from all three exhibitions that linked the history to contemporary issues, made statements 
about the need for justice or compensation and raised questions about human nature and 
the role of governments – thus linking the past with the present and the future: “Let us all 
be moved to make a difference. People still suffer today. Just help one of them.” The 
comments demonstrate that some visitors were thinking about the histories and issues 
from the point of view of victims and survivors, while others also indicated that they felt 
responsibility and implication: 
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People my age believe these events aren’t relevant to us. “I wasn’t involved. My 
parents weren’t involved. It’s not my problem.” 
But it is our problem. 
We as a country need to be held accountable for the decisions made. It was our 
choice of government who made these decisions on our behalf. And now it is our 
choice of government that needs to make amends. Hundreds of childhoods 
destroyed. Children stolen from their families some to never find them again. 
Australia should be held accountable. People my age should be grateful we never 
had to experience this. I know I am. 
No personal details provided, Inside exhibition 
 
Many comments give an indication of movement, from expressing empathic distress via a 
statement of their feelings, to move on to thought, reflection and engagement with the 
issues. These comments match Hoffman’s definition of empathy as “an affective response 
more appropriate to another’s situation than one’s own” (2000, p. 4).  
 
I found it very moving while also glad to be learning about the history etc of 
Goodna. Left the City Hall a lot better person for having seen your well researched 
exhibition.  
(Female, 63) Remembering Goodna exhibition 
 
It is very hard to tell what I am feeling. Raw emotions of sadness and anger fill me 
up and I am thankful that I do not live in that place. Just in case I were to go insane. 
Horrific how people died without an identity!  Thank you so much for this exhibition it 
really opened my eyes. I am glad I am now aware.  Although there is nothing I can 
do to stop this, I can prevent it for future generations. 
Female, 13, Remembering Goodna exhibition 
 
Here we see that empathy can operate as a “medium of understanding” (A. Assmann & 
Detmers, 2016, p. 3); a route between feeling, thought, analysis and possibly action. 
Conversely, some of the issue-based comments also indicate that visitors were thinking 
through and wrestling with the issues presented in the exhibitions not because they’d 
empathically imagined how someone else felt, but because they were absorbing the 
information presented and formulating their own views through evaluation and scrutiny 
Page 203 
 
 
rather than emotion. As Fiona Cameron (2005, 2007) reports about the findings of the 
international research project Exhibitions as Contested Sites-the roles of museums in 
contemporary society, a majority of visitors see museums as information sources and 
places for critical thinking, historical reflection and “contextualizing—learning from the past 
to understand the future”. Museums are “sites for information on contentious topics” she 
argues and “audiences use this symbolic content to look and learn about the past by 
engaging their capacities for inner reflection to evaluate their own values and beliefs” 
(2005, p. 221). But as she also found, if the topics being presented are perceived as “too 
political, emotionally charged, value laden and opinion based”, many visitors believe this 
“undermines a museum’s reputation as an ‘impartial’, ‘safe’, ‘apolitical’ and ‘trustworthy’ 
information source” (2007, p. 338). This important piece of research surveyed museum 
visitors, staff and people who may not visit museums at all. While the majority of those 
interviewed strongly supported museums in presenting difficult and contentious subject 
matter, they also looked to museums for “a pedagogic and authoritative system of 
relations” and rejected the use of emotion as untrustworthy, political and partial (2007, p. 
340). 
 
It is impossible to know from the visitor comments whether the empathic experiences 
visitors have in museums lead to any long-term changes in their thinking or behaviour. 
What my analysis shows is that empathy is experienced over various levels of intensity, 
with divergent effects, and that its different forms can operate in tension or even opposition 
and negation of each other. As Assmann and Detmers (2016) argue, empathy “is by no 
means a general and reliable response in concrete situations of human interaction. It can 
serve many purposes, among them highly problematic ones” (p. 9). For if empathy at its 
most basic is the exercising of the imagination concerning another person’s state, it can be 
disconnected from moral judgment and could enable the very abuse depicted in these 
exhibitions. Torturers, “acutely aware of the suffering of the victim, and able to enjoy the 
imagining of it, all without the slightest compassion” is the example given by Nussbaum 
(2001, p. 329). Empathic arousal has a range of effects, some of which may be 
unexpected, even undesirable.  
 
Historian Carolyn Dean (2004) makes the point that empathy is fragile and the increasingly 
common response (especially to mediated representations) of feeling overwhelmed, numb 
or impotent in the face of others’ suffering poses “an important challenge to the liberal 
ideal that we can empathically project ourselves into others with whom we share a 
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common humanity” (p. 5)—the very ideal that underlies museum projects such as these. 
While empathy can motivate an orientation towards others, its intensity and its blocking 
can lead in the opposite direction, as Smith (2010) argues based on her research into 
visitor responses to slavery exhibitions. Such responses, which Stanley Cohen (2001) 
calls “states of denial”, are also founded in empathy and empathic arousal.  
 
In focusing so powerfully on survivor/victims’ voice in the use of testimony in these 
exhibitions, it is possible also that it leads visitors to identify only with victims rather than 
others involved in these histories. These are others to whom they may in fact have more of 
a direct relationship or may find themselves in analogous situations to, such as staff 
members, government officers, neighbours—bystanders, to be precise. Surely visitors can 
only respond as moral agents if they are encouraged to understand their own potential 
involvement, as bystanders and even perpetrators, in the dynamics that allow for abuse, 
neglect and trauma to occur, rather than empathise only with victims? 
  
While the visitor comments indicate that empathy can be very useful, they also 
demonstrate that empathy is not enough if we consider the ambitious aims of these 
exhibition projects. Its operation is too precarious, ambiguous and unreliable. Hoffman 
(2000) claims that “empathy is the spark of human concern for others” (p. 3). With this 
metaphor, he unwittingly captures empathy’s scale and extent when relied on in museum 
exhibitions. Empathy “turns out not to be so effective or a good in itself” argues Berlant, “it 
turns out merely to describe a particular kind of social relation” (2004, p. 9). To achieve 
social change, the “volatile, affective” spark of empathic arousal needs to transform, or at 
least stabilise or consolidate into “insights, attitudes and concrete actions, which become 
part of a personal character and habitus” (A. Assmann & Detmers, 2016, p. 6). 
Witnessing—or high level empathy—is not simply an automatic reflex but takes effort. It is 
a skill people need to learn, practise and improve, which may in fact be what they are 
doing in museums, rather than witnessing itself.  
 
Wake (2013) designates the kind of mediated witnessing that takes place in museums or 
via the internet as “tertiary witnessing” (p. 134). She argues that in encountering mediated 
testimony, we can practise witnessing and move through various levels of empathic 
response without “injuring the primary witness”, and at the same time prepare ourselves 
for circumstances when we may be called upon to witness directly, in person. Tertiary 
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witnessing is not about a correct form of ethical response to testimony but “a response to 
the future” where visitors (as witnesses): 
 
can rehearse the testimonial encounter and when the testimonial encounter itself is 
repeated, which is to say when they find themselves confronted with a primary 
witness who feels compelled to testify, they have, in some small way, rehearsed 
their role. They are, in some small way, prepared (pp. 133-134). 
 
As the museum becomes a potential space for witnessing, it also becomes a place for 
learning, practising and improving empathic responses to trauma. Thus, empathy’s utility 
for museums is ultimately didactic. The conscious development and extension of our 
empathic capacities is indeed laudable, but if the use of testimony as a curatorial strategy 
is to induce empathy as the basis for a responsible moral agency, then it may be 
misguided, or at the least, ambivalent. If museums put their faith in empathy at the risk of 
sidelining historical analysis, issues of responsibility and culpability, and ultimately and of 
most concern, justice, then the risk is far too great. Empathy on its own cannot address 
questions of justice, despite making us feel that it can.   
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 
 
The case studies explored in this thesis demonstrate that testimony is now an important 
force in contemporary museums. In giving space to people who have experienced trauma 
to speak out, museums have become part of broader social and cultural movements 
where victimhood is recast as a powerful form of agency and exhibitions are newly 
significant spaces of humanitarian representation and advocacy. These exhibitions 
present subject matter previously ignored, deemed inappropriate or even denied. Memory 
and history materialise in complex interaction and are mediated in diverse and innovative 
ways, bringing new curatorial processes and approaches, inventive exhibition formats and 
designs, and new relationships between representational forms and strategies. As 
mediated memory that takes different forms in exhibitions, testimony is challenging the 
traditional, auratic authority of museum objects. The accounts of those who have 
experienced specific historical events now have evidential status equal to, or in excess of, 
artefacts. In each of the case study exhibitions, mediated testimonial accounts interact with 
artefacts, along with text, images, artworks and other exhibition elements to establish and 
convey trust, authenticity and meaning, shaping collective understandings of the past. 
Testimony is a powerful resource: used most successfully by curators to control and 
reinforce exhibition narratives and messaging, which they themselves establish. For while 
the use of testimony is seemingly transparent and empowering for those who are willing to 
give it, my analysis found it to be nonetheless strongly curated—constrained, contained, 
controlled—by museums. Personal trauma becomes public memory through a highly-
mediated process.  
 
The mediation process, which I have characterised following Ashuri and Pinchevski (2009) 
as taking place in a Bourdieuan field of witnessing, is a space of politics and contestation. 
When people speak out about their pain and trauma in exhibitions, it brings museums into 
a highly-politicised space, which they may or may not be ready for, or be willing to engage 
with. The politics exist over varying levels, from the interpersonal and institutional to the 
national and international; the ultimate goal being the meaning of the past and who can be 
believed in relation to the past—what has been called “society’s commemorative agenda” 
(Erll & Rigney, 2009). But testimony is about more than commemoration and this is where 
museums can become unstuck. The truth-telling of testimony has a moral imperative. 
When victims and survivors give testimony, they are seeking witnessing and empathic 
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response in the first instance, but they are equally motivated by recognition, justice and 
reparation. As the case studies showed, museums are often reluctant to fully engage with 
the politics of trauma brought by inviting testimony in. Not organising public programs or 
involving the subjects of these traumatic histories in broader museum activities is a clear 
demonstration of this. Furthermore, none of the museums provided or designed ways for 
visitors to extend or act on what they had experienced and learned. Other museums that 
deal with similar histories, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in 
Washington is the foremost example, promote ways for visitors to become involved, even 
politically active, about the issues featured in their programs. Not only does the USHMM 
present exhibitions and programs about current genocides, but it also houses the Simon-
Skjodt Centre for the Prevention of Genocide, which operates a multi-faceted genocide 
prevention program, its mandate “is to alert the national conscience, influence policy 
makers, and stimulate worldwide action to confront and work to halt acts of genocide or 
related crimes against humanity” (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2017). Its 
activities range from a “genocide watch” blog, producing educational resources used at the 
museum and in schools, writing reports and submissions to government, through to 
providing training for government officials. Many of these activities are undertaken in 
partnership with universities, non-government organisations and governments. 
 
The case studies revealed a tendency to encapsulate, to want to bring things to a neat end 
and impose closure on the issues that the testimony has raised, as shown powerfully by 
the narrative structure of the videos in Remembering Goodna. Or conversely, to keep the 
analysis of these issues indeterminate and open-ended, with a range of interpretations 
possible; exhibition messages remain inconclusive, obscured by curatorial approaches 
favouring a multiplicity of perspectives rather than analysis, explanation or judgement. 
Inside, for example, included just one short didactic panel that provided an outline of the 
history of children in “care” in Australia. In this latter scenario, the result is that the 
museum positions its visitors as witnesses and ultimately adjudicators, while the institution 
regards itself as simply a conduit for witnessing: a facilitator rather than a witnessing agent 
itself.  
 
For those who give testimony in exhibitions, it may be just the first step in speaking out 
about their trauma in a new kind of public space on offer. They may be seeking, and may 
desperately need, further stages of meaning-making, regeneration and reconnection with 
individual others and the wider community. Indeed, in my interviews with exhibition 
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participants, many expressed these needs as motivating factors for taking part in museum 
projects. As accessible, social spaces where meanings are made, re-made and 
sanctioned, museums are recognised by survivors and victims as places that can facilitate 
such processes, but as the case studies found, museums do this to varying degrees. Here 
the positioning and stated aims (or mission statements) of museums really matter. In the 
case of a grass roots, community-controlled museum like the Ration Shed at Cherbourg, 
deploying testimony has profound and positive effects. Individuals are supported in a 
culturally-safe space of testimony and witnessing (the yarning circle), which is embedded 
in an ongoing program of activities of reclaiming and promoting counter-hegemonic 
memory that occurs across the museum.  
 
Significantly, in the Many Threads project, testimony and witnessing was used as a 
process, which was then transformed creatively by the participants. Ultimately it was the 
women of Cherbourg who determined the meaning of the testimony and who interpreted it 
using the representational form of the decorated tea towel. Reconnection then occurred for 
individuals as they explored and came to have a better understanding of their own and 
their family members’ experiences as part of broader historical processes, events and 
legacies. As a group, regeneration and power came with redeeming the history of 
domestic workers, and interpreting and presenting it in an exhibition, articulating 
community meanings (and needs) in the present and for the future. In contrast, in larger 
government-funded institutions, it is curators as professional mediators, with managers 
who oversee them, who control and ultimately determine the meaning of the testimony. 
They also maintain the ability and authority to enable other stages and forms of witnessing 
such as reconciliation or reconnection with the wider community via public programs, 
collections, digital resources and so on—but only if they choose to.  
 
With the exhibitions at the large, state-funded institutions such as Museum of Brisbane 
and the NMA, testimony is used as a product, deployed according to institutionally-
determined priorities and carefully curated according to themes, aims and boundaries 
established by museum staff. As the case studies showed, this is a finely calibrated 
process as the deep emotion and “insider” authenticity of witness testimony is used to 
establish trust and proximity, prompt empathy in visitors, even to shock them, and bolster 
the version of the past being presented. It is nonetheless cautiously managed, in some 
cases sanitised, to align with the museum’s objectives, competing interests and 
responsibilities. Curators struggle too with the limits of representation and propriety, 
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especially in respect to depicting violence and abuse. The way testimony is mediated 
becomes crucial. Like the art-making process of Many Threads, the Inside blog allowed for 
testimony and witnessing by Forgotten Australians to flow freely, with participants 
maintaining control. Although the blog was moderated, it nonetheless provided a space of 
safety, expression, witnessing and response, analogous to the established relations and 
agreed boundaries of the yarning circle. The subsequent use of the blog testimony, like 
the editing of the video testimony in Remembering Goodna, shifted the power in the 
witnessing field however, and the mediators/curators, with significant resources at their 
disposal, regained control and ultimately utilised the testimony to maintain the museum’s 
ability to establish collective understandings of the past with authority. 
 
Despite being at “arm’s length” from government, museums such as the NMA and MoB 
are nonetheless reliant on government funding, which inevitably makes them loath to take 
a position where historical responsibility is apportioned, especially in the historical 
circumstances presented in these exhibitions where the state is strongly implicated. Yet 
justice can only be achieved when culpability is recognised, named and steps are taken to 
address historical wrongs. That this was not able to be achieved with either Remembering 
Goodna or Inside highlights the difficulties such museums face in taking on topics that 
might require a strong and determined institutional response without what could be termed 
adequate institutional “infrastructure” such as corporate value statements or social justice 
targets and mandates. Instead, curatorial strategies are relied on, which use the power of 
testimony, emphasise the subjective experience and fate of individuals and appeal to 
empathy. While these exhibitions clearly elicited witnessing on the part of visitors, they 
tended to minimise political analysis and issues of justice and rights, favouring an 
approach of “feeling with” the victims of historical abuse. The exhibitions opened these 
hidden histories to scrutiny and made significant steps towards the recognition of historical 
injustices, but this curatorial approach places weighty demands on museum visitors. As 
Simon (2006) puts it, the call to witness to traumatic testimony is a “terrible gift”, a 
testamentary bequest “that places difficult demands on those to whom it has been 
given”—museum visitors (pp. 187-188). In the model of the witnessing field (Ashuri & 
Pinchevski, 2009), museum audiences occupy the sphere of judgment and are “spectators 
on the one hand, and moral agents on the other” (p. 141), underscoring the powerful, 
ethical claim of testimony and the deep responsibility inherent to witnessing. 
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As the analysis of visitor comments showed, visitors respond to these new responsibilities 
in varied ways. In all three projects, museum staff explicitly stated that they sought to 
prompt empathy, largely through the means of emotion, as the route to witnessing. But the 
visitor comments reveal that this is not a guaranteed process. For while the many visitors 
who left comments demonstrated witnessing and changed historical consciousness, even 
accepting moral responsibility, there were many visitors who did not even leave a 
comment. It is quite likely that their empathic arousal led to another set of responses: to 
not connect, not recognise an obligation, but to instead withhold compassion or wish that 
the sufferer would “go away quickly” (Berlant, 2004). Thus, the current reverence for and 
confidence in empathy within museum theory and practice needs greater caution and 
scepticism and most importantly, further research. Given that none of the museums 
studied had any formal or systematic way of analysing or even reading the visitor 
comments, it seems that there is little thought given to, or expectations of, the potential 
results or consequences of mobilising empathy beyond a faith in emotional catharsis.  
 
So, while these exhibitions demonstrate that museums and their staff have an 
understanding of the value and therapeutic potential that giving testimony may offer 
primary witnesses—indeed the case studies show how widespread ideas about “working 
through” trauma have become—this is not fully matched by recognition or understanding 
(particularly in the larger, bureaucratised institutions) of their concurrent need for 
reconnection with community, reconciliation and justice, which is provided, first and 
foremost, by engaged witnessing by museum staff and visitors as well as social 
connection and interaction between primary and secondary witnesses. Witnessing by 
visitors to these exhibitions tended to be passive and individualised—the leaving a 
comment. Thus, it is learning, practising and performing witnessing that takes place via 
these exhibitions, with museums in the zone of didacticism, rather than activism. The 
creativity evident in some of the curatorial processes in the exhibitions, such as the art-
making on tea towels and in first aid boxes, the blog and the installation design, is not 
paralleled by processes that prompt more diverse, integrated and meaningful forms of 
witnessing, either in exhibitions or in public programs, or in other approaches that involve 
human interaction and social or communal experiences. These could be as simple as 
tours, workshops or panel discussions, which are routinely hosted by museums, through to 
education programs or partnerships with advocacy organisations that specialise in 
promoting social and political action. 
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In not sufficiently grasping the fundamentally transactional nature of testimony and 
witnessing, these projects may risk diminishing the power of testimony and even more 
seriously, denying those that give testimony the recognition, response and justice they 
need and are entitled to. This is far from the aims of these projects, which, despite these 
risks, are vitally important—not only to the recognition and righting of historical wrongs and 
the conscious formation of collective memory that is inclusive and democratic, but also to 
the relevance and social purpose of museums.  
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